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ABSTRACT
My research is about the particular effects of Vietnam's economic liberalization
program (known as "d6i mdi") on the local food and market system in Hanoi. DBi mdi
policies, which began in the late 1980s, have instituted major changes in both the national
system of agricultural production and in Hanoi's local system of marketplaces. The d6i
mdi reforms have created many new opportunities in Hanoi, but they have also re-
configured social relationships and market spaces along the food chain to present new
kinds of risk for consumers. These include harmful chemicals, goods of uncertain quality,
and sellers who operate outside of the moral obligations of the dominant system of
personal relationships. These things have not yet been resolved through regulation and
have therefore been left to consumers and sellers to work out among themselves.
The competition between various actors to manage foodborne risk in the absence
of state regulation has taken place amidst the state's campaign to re-order Hanoi's market
system according to neoiberal ideals. This has made the local market system a site for the
enactment of a symbolic politics of modernity in which discourses that are really about
risk and political economy have been obscured by their expression as a debate about
"tradition" and modernity." Beneath the discourse of modernization lies a range of hybrid
market worlds as well as systemic issues related to the transition from a centrally planned
economy to a free market system.
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Chapter One
Introduction:
Risk and Modernity in Vietnam's Neoliberal Market World
In December of 1986, the Sixth Party Congress of the Communist Party of
Vietnam, attempting to overcome Vietnam's serious inflation and budget problems,
abandoned its hard-reform socialist approach in lieu of a policy package aimed at
reforming Vietnam into a market economy. This package of reforms, known as "D6i
Mti" [renovation], was designed to dismantle central planning, liberalize trade, and
promote private activities. Although the period of 1989 through the early 1990s
witnessed some of the most dramatic reforms, the Vietnamese state's strong program of
economic liberalization continues through the present. The post- d6i m6i restructuring
process has profoundly altered every facet of the Vietnamese economy, and along with it,
Vietnamese society itself.
The first phase of doi m6i from 1986 and 1989 was aimed at establishing a market
economy. The government instituted several measures in order to abolish inter-provincial
trade barriers; attract foreign direct investment (FDI); and ease central controls on land,
the agricultural sector, banking, foreign trade, and private enterprise. This period from
1986 to 1989 has been characterized as gradualist, whereas the subsequent period from
1989 to 1991 was a period of bold "Big Bang-like" reforms, and the period from 1992 to
1994 consists of "tinkering" reforms (Luu 2003). In 1992, the new Constitution
reaffirmed the legality of the private sector's standing in the economy (Webster and
Taussig 1999). By 1989, Vietnam possessed the essential characteristics of a market
economy, and by the mid 1990's Vietnam had achieved an impressive economic growth
rate of 8 to 10 percent per year (Fforde and de Vylder 1996: xi).
This project is about the particular effects of Vietnam's economic liberalization
program on the local food and market system in Hanoi. D6i m6i policies have instituted
major changes in both the national system of agricultural production and in Hanoi's local
system of marketplaces. The d6i mdi market reforms have created many new
opportunities in Hanoi, but they have also created a number of loose ends that have
turned into threatening live wires for consumers, such as massive unemployment in rural
areas, the pressure for farmers to earn livings from pieces of land that are essentially too
small to earn liveable incomes, and the rapid de-regulation of trade. They have re-
configured social relationships and market spaces along the food chain to present new
kinds of risk for consumers. These include harmful chemicals, goods of uncertain quality,
and sellers who operate outside of the moral obligations of the dominant system of
personal relationships. These things have not yet been resolved through regulation and
have therefore been left to consumers and sellers to work out among themselves.
This competition between various actors to manage foodborne risk in the absence
of state regulation has taken place amidst the state's campaign to re-order Hanoi's market
system. This has made the local market system a site for the enactment of a symbolic
politics of modernity in which discourses that are really about risk and political economy
have been obscured by their expression as a debate about "tradition" and modernity."
Both "the People" and the state actively produce and enact different versions of a story
that certain market types are backward or are outdated features of a traditional past while
other market types are modern and therefore more suitable to a new Vietnam. Different
actors have played into this politics of modernity in different ways. For example, the
Vietnamese government has used modernist rhetoric to frame and gain public support for
its project of re-organizing Hanoi's market system according to a neoliberal model.
Consumers' buying practices, including the fact that people usually rely on many
different types of markets at once, constantly defy and break down the rhetorical
separation between tradition and modernity that the state is trying to uphold. At the same
time, however, many consumers have incorporated the modern/traditional dichotomy into
their attitudes and shopping practices, as part of their strategies for managing risk created
by market reform. Increasing numbers of consumers are coming to believe that modern
market types have safer, better quality goods than traditional ones, without much
practical evidence that this is true. Supermarkets, for example, have established
themselves among consumers as being able to reduce the risk of food borne illness and
chemical contamination by constructing themselves as theaters of an aestheticized ideal
of modernity. The rhetoric of modernity often appears in the struggle between different
institutions to claim legitimacy in ensuring the safety and quality of food.
When one looks under the playing field on which this game of risk avoidance is
held, it becomes clear that the different actors and market institutions are all attached to
the same machinery underneath. The different actors and market institutions in Hanoi,
ranging from the street seller to the supermarket, are all in fact connected by the same
underlying problems of pollution, lack of regulation, and other issues in the transition
from a centrally planned to a market economy. In the end, even the supermarket that
portrays itself as being more modern and as having superior quality to traditional market
outlets, relies mainly on relationships of trust with its suppliers in the same way as
individual buyers and sellers in the street. The political economic origins of new risks in
Hanoi's food system prevent any particular actor or institution from being able to avoid
them until they been addressed through effective environmental regulation, agricultural
extension programs, co-ordination of food safety oversight, and more careful
development policies in both rural and urban areas.
Methods
I conducted the fieldwork for this project in Hanoi, Vietnam, between 2004 and
2006. I spent eleven months from August of 2004 through July of 2005 living in Hanoi
and doing ethnographic research on the market system there. I recently returned to Hanoi
for one month of follow-up research in December of 2006. During my year in Hanoi, I
was fortunate to occupy a desk at two different research centers whose distinct but
overlapping research foci allowed me the multiple perspectives I needed to write about
the local food system in the context of rapid agricultural change.
I came first to the Center for Agricultural Research and Ecological Studies
(CARES) through the Luce Scholarship that I held that year. CARES is an international
research institute within Hanoi's Agricultural University located in an agricultural area
just outside of Hanoi. Through my volunteer work at CARES, I was given the
opportunity to help with the production of a number of research projects on the
conditions of farming communities around Hanoi. Many of these projects focused
specifically on the changes in peri-urban agriculture as a result of economic liberalization
and gave me an important understanding of how small farmers were adjusting to the new
economic order. My work with CARES enabled me to draw connections between
producers' experiences on the farm and consumers' expression of concern about food
safety in urban markets and homes.
Behind my study of urban consumers was a second research institute that became
my primary base over the course of the year - the Center for International Research on
Agriculture for Development (CIRAD). CIRAD is the hub of a consortium of foreign and
Vietnamese research institutes, known as the MALICA consortium. The MALICA
consortium supports collaborative projects between CIRAD and a number of Vietnamese
governmental institutions such as the Institute of Sociology (with whom I worked most
closely), the Research Institute for Fruits and Vegetables (RIFAV), and the Vietnam
Agricultural Science Institute (VASI). CIRAD provided many different forms of support
for my research on markets in central Hanoi. Among other things, my work with CIRAD
included a study of relations between buyers and sellers in one particular large
government-planned wet market' in central Hanoi, named Hom market [Chur Hbm]. My
belief, later confirmed, was that the ethnography of buying and selling local produce in
this large city market would reveal some details of the public's reaction to post-d6i mbi
changes in the agro-food system. Ultimately this project expanded outside of the walls of
this particular market into a comparison of how consumers utilized many different kinds
'Wet markets - markets where fresh meat, fish, and produce are sold in the open and whose
entire floors and surroundings are sprayed with water (thus giving them the name "wet market") -
are the dominant type of market in Vietnam, where most people buy their daily food. In Hanoi,
consumers associate wet markets with fresh food. There are many different types and sizes of wet
market in Hanoi, ranging from informal and temporary ones to permanent government-run
markets.
of market outlets and market relationships within their vicinity to ensure the quality and
safety of their food through a range of techniques.
I chose to conduct most of my participant observation in Hom market because its
vendors represent a diverse range of supply chains, from individual farmers and street
sellers to organized farmers' cooperatives. Having learned about the problem of chemical
overuse in agricultural production from my work at CARES and from local Vietnamese
acquaintances, I wanted to learn in more detail how consumers managed their concerns
about food pollution in the context of their market transactions. At Hom market, I
collected data through participant observation and through a series of brief interviews
with randomly selected shoppers and vegetable sellers. I circulated through the market,
paying attention to specific dialogue as well as to the non-verbal interactions that drew
together different actors in the market. By moving in the flow of the market, I was able to
see how different vendors borrowed from and argued with each other as well as how
single customers made their circuit through the market. Many of the vendors understood
that on some days when I came to the market I was "working" and on other days I was
"shopping," which allowed me to participate and observe in the market from different
viewpoints.
My observations in Hom market illustrate Michel de Certeau's remark that
markets are an important sociological landmark in understanding human relations (de
Certeau 1998). In many ways, Hom market also fits de Certeau's description of the
neighborhood market that exists "halfway between the small shops on the street and the
department store or supermarket, without the elements that constitute it being reabsorbed
in one or the other of these terms" (de Certeau 1998: 107). De Certeau could have been
standing in Hom market instead of the Lyonnaise neighborhood market when he wrote
that this kind of neighborhood market,
"offers a profusion of consumer goods surpassing what a shopkeeper offers, but
without falling into the distributionalism of supermarkets (the division of consumer
goods into categories, which are called 'departments': the lingerie department, the
children's department, etc.). The [neighborhood] market is unfamiliar with this rational
division of space; the stalls follow one another according to seniority, establishment, or
the vendor's trade license, but not according to the order of objects" (de Certeau 1998:
107).
Although de Certeau's depiction of the neighborhood market suits Hom market,
what I try to show in this book is how this particular marketplace, like every other
marketplace and market type in Hanoi, is not "halfway" between anything. It does not
belong on any kind of evolutionary continuum. The market is distinct from other markets
due to its particular constellation of people, place, and organization. At the same time,
this market is also part of an assemblage of contemporary market places that are
connected to each other by the consumers who move in and out of them and by the
shared food chains that run through them.
Despite the fact that doing ethnographic fieldwork in a socialist country created
certain bureaucratic obstacles, the most challenging issues came from my interactions
with regular people, not with the government. Trying to conduct ethnographic interviews
in a population that was not familiar with anthropological methods but who were curious
about and suspicious of strangers asking questions made random interviews in the market
or street difficult. During these kinds of interviews, I had to pay particular attention to the
graceful ways many Vietnamese had of deflecting a subject, using metaphor, or choosing
to sit in silence as response to a question. As a foreigner whose appearance stood out, my
"informants" were often able to subject me to closer scrutiny than I to them.
The problem of the attention I drew actually eventually gave rise to another
source of data: a fascinating comparison between buyers and sellers in two large markets
in central Hanoi. I had wanted to supplement my roving market observations with a
specific case study. My colleagues and I agreed that it did not seem possible that I could
sit unobtrusively next to a market vendor and observe strangers shopping without
interfering with the business of the particular stall. To solve this problem, we assembled a
team of three researchers from the Institute of Sociology: Nguyen Duc Chien, Nguyen
Duc Hoan, and Ho Kim Uyen and made arrangements with vendors of different
commodities to record the transactions at the stalls. In four months, we produced literally
hundreds of tape-recorded and transcribed conversations between hundreds of sellers and
vendors in these two markets. I analyzed these transactions in detail to see how these
"micro" patterns of interaction fit in to my own interviews and observations. The
researchers and I met regularly to discuss their observations and transcripts. During these
sessions, my questions and their insights on Vietnamese culture created a rich dialogue
and lent a fresh perspective to many .of my.own.ideas ..
It has been said that this last component of my data, which appears in this text as
detailed transcripts of conversations between buyers and sellers, might be viewed by
some scholars as ethnoscience or ethnomethodology. These particular social science
methods have fallen out of vogue because of their association with the problematic notion
of "empirical observation." Ethnomethodology is basically the investigation of patterns
in language and physical action in everyday life (Garfinkle 1967: 10-11).
Ethnomethodology originated with anthropologist Harold Garfinkle (1967) and was
popularized in the 1960s by anthropologists such as Charles Frake (1964), Harold
Conklin (1957), and others who used ethnomethodology and ethnoscience as a means of
understanding the way their informants classified and ordered their worlds and behavior.
More recently, a small group of sociologists of science have also drawn from the
principles of ethnomethodology to focus on experimental practices and instrumentation in
the laboratory (Lynch 1993, Collins 1992, Pickering ed. 1992).
As Michael Lynch points out, ethnomethodology might simply be seen as a
practice of observing language and action in detail in particular social settings and then
trying to describe or explain observable events (Lynch 1993: xv). This, at least, is the
framework in which I have analyzed the buyer/seller conversations. By this definition,
the major difference between ethnomethodology and what any other ethnographer does
seems to be a difference in scale, with ethnomethodology being focused more on the
details of mundane interactions than other forms of ethnographic observation. I am not
concerned here with forwarding claims that all social interaction is rational, orderly, and
ordinary as Garfinkle posited (Garfinkle 1967). Using micro-analysis in combination
with ethnographic interviewing and participant observation can help confirm and elicit
the phenomena that are observed on a more "macro" level.
Ultimately, I found that the best and most unobtrusive ways to obtain information
about Hanoi markets was to simply to shop myself - either alone or with someone I
knew. Being a newcomer to Hanoi's market system helped me. see the world of shopping
from the perspective of many of my peers who were also often judged as "ga' beo" which
means fat chickens - or easy targets. By developing skills through what was truly
participant observation in markets, I could compare my experiences to those of other
shoppers. Unfamiliar vendors never assumed I would know the right price of things or
the rules of the market. By being a person "who didn't know," especially in the
beginning, I was also helped and taught by older women who did know. Therefore, I
learned about the market from both the perspective of shoppers who possessed a large
amount of market knowledge and from the perspective of those who did not. This is how
I came to see the differences in peoples' shopping knowledge, behavior, and preferences.
Terminology, Punctuation, and Images
In many places, the flow of a speaker's dialogue calls for the use of terms in both
English and Vietnamese. In these places I have included translations of the term in
brackets, using English as the primary mode of expression in some cases and Vietnamese
as the primary mode in others. Usually, when I leave parts of the original quote in
Vietnamese, it is because the way they phrased something has particular emphasis in the
Vietnamese that it does not have in the English.
The different punctuation and tone marks that distinguish the Vietnamese use of
the roman alphabet from the English show differences in the pronunciation of
Vietnamese words that would otherwise appear the same in the English alphabet. In
general, for personal names, place names, and very frequently written words, I have
omitted the Vietnamese punctuation for ease of reading for an English-speaking
audience. In dialogue where I provide a Vietnamese translation, I have used the
Vietnamese punctuation as precisely as possible.
In keeping with the common ethnographic practice of protecting the identities of
interviewees and acquaintances, I have omitted peoples' last names but have left speakers
with their real first names. Because there are a relatively limited amount of given names
in Vietnam, it is quite difficult to identify people by this name alone. In the case that a
person has an unusual name or that I reveal other identifying information about them, I
have changed the name.
As for terminology, much of the content of this book revolves around the notions
of modernity and tradition. In this text, I use the words "modern," "modernity,"
"tradition," and "traditional," as well as related words such as "developed," or
"backwards" as native terms employed by or suggested in the attitudes of certain actors in
this text. As this thesis will hopefully make clear, I am aware of how problematic these
words are. For ease of reading, I use them from this point on without quotes except in a
few particular cases.
About half of the photographs in this book are taken in central Hanoi, near or in
many places I describe in the text. I chose not to photograph inside Hom or Mo markets
because of the attention my camera drew, and because I was unsure of the reaction of
vendors I bought from regularly, having observed that they disliked being photographed
by other people who came through the market. Therefore, I have used pictures from other
markets in Vietnam to give at least an impression of the kinds of interactions and
environments I am describing in Hanoi.
D6i moi and Neoliberalism
D6i mbi is Vietnam's adaptation of neoliberalism. Although neoliberalism has
proved elusive to define, several scholars have identified a few common features of
neoliberalism. What have been identified as the major components of neoliberalism in
general are also the major features of what is happening in Vietnam. Here, I identify three
major aspects of neoliberalism and describe their impact on Hanoi's food and market
system:
1. De-regulation. Deregulation means reducing the government's involvement in
any of several political spaces over which it formerly held jurisdiction (particularly the
economy and public welfare services). This is done supposedly in order to allow "the
Market" to provide better solutions to these problems. De-regulation occurs within both
trade and social rights spheres, and includes the government's withdrawal of public
support for the poor (Graeber 2006).
In the most literal sense, examples of de-regulation in Vietnam include the
numerous trade de-regulation agreements and policies that Vietnam has passed in the last
fifteen years. De-regulation also includes the loss of collective social rights among
Vietnamese peasants that had been established under the system of communes, which
provided education, medical care, and agricultural inputs. De-regulation refers to the re-
arrangement of the government's regulatory infrastructure in ways that make it harder for
the government to closely monitor and regulate activities such as burgeoning legal and
illegal trades in hazardous materials, industrial waste management, and air and water
quality (Sikor and O'Rourke 1996). De-regulation can also mean a complete absence of
regulation when governments de-regulate trade and industry so fast that it is impossible
to develop new regulatory structures in an effective or timely way.
2. Accumulation by dispossession through privatization, which Harvey argues is a
veritable "enclosure of the commons." Privatization entails the release "at very low (and
in some instances zero) cost" of a set of assets formerly owned by the state that can then
be seized by private capital and used for profit (Harvey 2003: 149).
Examples of privatization in Vietnam also exist in many spheres. In Vietnam's
rural areas, one of the major d6i mbi policies, Decree 64-CP, finalized the state's series
of agricultural de-collectivization efforts leasing rural lands to individual farmers for
long-term use (Government of Vietnam 1993). Many of these lands are leaving the hands
of rural households once again as state and private land speculators seize or buy them for
industrial and infrastructure development projects. In Hanoi, land prices have risen
dramatically on the free market, giving rise to massive development in rural areas and the
taking of land from peasants since they do not technically own the land (Harvey
2005:146). This has caused massive floating populations of rural migrants into cities like
Hanoi where they form a labor reserve that makes them vulnerable to exploitation and
puts downward pressure on wages of urban residents (Harvey 2005: 127).
In urban areas, examples of privatization include the local government's
increasing measures to remove poor small-scale vendors from selling in public spaces
such as streets and sidewalks. Privatization also includes the renovation of government-
run markets with tighter management and regulation that favors wealthier vendors with
more capital, supposedly to make them more efficient business enterprises (Nguyen Duc
Truyen 2005). Finally, privatization also includes the government's financial and
symbolic support of private institutional forms while discouraging or letting public
institutional forms atrophy, as we see in the case of government attitudes towards
supermarkets and street markets in Hanoi.
3. Re-constitution of class power, class differentiation, and uneven development.
This has taken many forms in Vietnam, such as the increasing differentiation of incomes
among rural households as a result of their increasing participation in off-farm and
industrial work. Increasing social differentiation also includes major inequalities in
wealth between rural and urban people. In urban areas, new classes of consumers are
emerging along lines not only of wealth, but also of other social needs and desires in an
endless subdivision of consumer "user groups." New foreign or joint-venture companies
compete to create and provide Vietnams' burgeoning middle class with new consumer
goods such as cell phones, electronics, and supermarkets while a surging consumer
culture with increased spending money supports them (Harvey 2005: 137-147).
Theories of neoliberalism
Neoliberalism is impossible to define purely theoretically (Harvey 2005).
Although neoliberal experiences share significant commonalities, it is not a mode of
production. Rather, it straddles a wide range of phenomena at different levels of
complexity from an abstract debasement of democracy to more concrete processes like
privatization (Saad-Filho and Johnston 2005). Saad-Filho and Johnston describe
neoliberalism as "part of a hegemonic project of concentrating power and wealth" in the
hands of a few elite groups around the world and as one that primarily benefits financial
interests in each country (Saad-Filho and Johnston 2005: 1). Neoliberalism has been
linked historically and ideologically to the United States, which is why some people view
neoliberalism as a form of U.S. imperialism, despite the fact that the first experiment in
neoliberal reform actually happened outside the U.S. in Pinochet's Chile (Graeber 2006).
The difficulty of describing the neoliberal experience in general, however, is why
critical studies of neoliberalism are often based in specific country and regional
examples. Such studies have illuminated the fact that neoliberalism has outcomes that are
both specific to time and place as well as sharing common features throughout the world.
For example, authors writing about neoliberalism in parts of the world as diverse as
South America (Kohl and Farthing 2006. Saad-Filho 2005), Eastern Europe (Toporowski
2005), Sub-saharan Africa (Bond 2005), South Asia (McCartney 2005), and Japan (Itoh
2005) find that versions of neoliberal agendas in these particular areas have all caused
increasing social and economic instability and uneven development. These studies
underscore the fact that as important as it is to remember the historical roots of
neoliberalism, it is equally important to keep track of the historically and geographically
rooted forms of neoliberalism that are being enacted across the world. I hope that this
study will also contribute the case of Vietnam to this body of critical work.
The notion of neoliberalism as an organically changing collection of phenomena
suggests that neoliberalism is an extraordinarily malleable technology of governance that
different regimes adopt and use in different ways (Ong 2006). Anthropologist Aihwa Ong
uses cases from Malaysia, Singapore, and China to show how different types of states in
East and Southeast Asia are making exceptions to their usual practices of governance in
order to compete in the global economy. These ruptures in the governments' usual mode
of operation are the neoliberal strategies themselves, which take different forms in each
country (i.e. special market zones in socialist China, pro-capitalist Islam and women's
rights in Malaysia, and Singapore's transformation of itself into a world-class scientific
research zone). Vietnam is another country in Asia whose authoritarian government has
created similar zones in which neoliberal strategies are employed within the larger
framework of a socialist state. In fact, Vietnam along with these other countries
exemplifies the compatibility between authoritarianism and the capitalist market (Harvey
2005).2 In this particular type of governance, the state structures a particular kind of
market economy that increasingly incorporates neoliberal elements "interdigitated with
authoritarian centralized control" (Harvey 2005: 120).
Neoliberal strategies of governance are re-engineering political and material
realms including the very notion of citizenship (Ong 2006). In this regard, sovereign
rights have begun to shift from providing citizens with social rights to privileging the
- David Harvey describes these particular arrangements as the "China model of neoliberalism"
(Harvey 2005).
property rights of private, mostly transnational firms. In her Asian case studies, Ong finds
that this re-organization of rights manifests through a new form of "flexible citizenship,"
whereby people are granted or excluded citizenship based on the market value of their
skills rather than their membership in particular nation-states. Countering the view that
the power of nation-states has been greatly diminished though globalization, the cases in
Ong's book shows that governments and institutions have a more decisive role than
market forces do in determining successful experiences of economic development.
Geographer Benjamin Kohl and journalist Linda Farthing further the argument
that governments play an essential role as a regulatory organ in society (Kohl and
Farthing 2006). Their study of neoliberal reform in Bolivia suggests that this regulatory
function is one of the crucial sites through which the state has the power to act in the
interest of the people. State re-structuring under the country's program of neoliberal
development diminished the state's powers in several ways, according to the paradigm
that a reduced government presence allows market forces to dominate and maximize
growth. Essentially, what this did in Bolivia - and what is happening in Vietnam- is to
demobilize the government and render it ineffective as a regulatory institution, thereby
usurping any power it might have had to act in the people's interest.
This argument ties into one of the main points of my thesis. Without the state's
enforcement of certain public resources and rights, "the People" remain caught up in a
web of uncertainty and exposure to unnecessary risk because, at present, the only
institutions who will provide quality assurances in absence of the state are salespeople, at
all levels and scales. While state regulatory bodies are not unproblematic in that their
complicated networks of ties include industry (Brickman, Jasanoff, Ilgen 1985), leaving
consumers to be regulated by industry itself creates a conflict of interest that is hard to
resolve. In Vietnam (as in a number of other countries), neoliberal policy appears to be
contributing to growing instability in certain aspects of society, especially among rural
populations, which we see in this thesis is inevitably a problem in urban populations as
well.
Risk in the neoliberal economy
This dissertation is about the ways consumers in Hanoi attempt to manage risk
that has arisen out of new configurations in the market economy and how actors in
different market institutions make competing claims about being able to mitigate risk in
the absence of strong guarantees by the state to do so. Since the publication of Ulrich
Beck's now-famous Risk Society (1992 [1986]), the topic of risk and its connection to
modern life has been addressed in a number of ways among anthropologists and science
studies scholars. Major works on risk have gravitated around particular historical
disasters and their aftermaths (Petryna 2002), and on the nuclear industry in particular
(Kultez 1998, Perrow 1984, Perin 2004). Other scholars have focused on risk from
broader systemic hazards such as toxic waste and industrial effluents (Irwin, Dale, and
Smith 1996, Levine 1982).
One of the many focuses among these studies has been on the different and
oftentimes competing discourses between actors in environmental dilemmas regarding
perceptions of risk or the effects of contamination (Allen 2003, Fortun 2001). Such
discourses occur between lay people and scientists, between communities and
government officials, or other groups of actors with conflicting interests. A strong theme
running through such studies is that discourses that are really about risk and political
economy have been masked by their expression as conflicts between "nature" and
"science," "tradition" and "modernity," or another similar dichotomy (Gusterson 2006,
Wynne 1996). These dichotomies ultimately all revolve around versions of an imagined
divide between an outdated knowledge system and a superior contemporary one. When
such dichotomies appear, it usually flags the presence of deeper political struggles over
the authority to make claims about safety, danger, and protection.
Hugh Gusterson uses this perspective in his analysis of the debate over genetically
engineered foods in the United States and Europe, which has been articulated as one
between proponents of nature versus proponents of science. Gusterson opens up this
rhetorical black box to argue that underneath the supposed competition between nature
versus science lie major political questions about whether "we want to live in a society
where food production is dominated by a few large corporations" or whether the solution
to global hunger is "a technical fix in the biology lab" or a "distributional fix" in the
global political economy (Gusterson 2006: 126-7). Brian Wynne dismantles another
similar dichotomy by showing that the conflict between the "traditional" knowledge of
English sheep farmers and the "modern" knowledge of scientific experts is not about a
luddite group stubbornly refusing superior knowledge, but comes out of a history of
inaccurate and incomplete predictions made by local scientists that betrayed farmers' trust
(Wynne 1996). In this project, I try to show that by making and unmaking social
institutions as modem or traditional, various state actors de-politicize the fact that their
program of re-configuring Hanoi's market system has presented consumers with new
risks.
Studies such as these illuminate the fact that interactions between lay-publics and
institutions of scientific expertise are not merely a defense of local "traditional
communities" against an "anonymous modernizing center" but reflect historical sets of
relations between lay and scientific groups (Wynne 1996: 21). Western science is
particular, divided, variable, and localized as much as the traditional knowledge it
supposedly references, which challenges the very existence of a divide between them
(Agarwal 1995, Latour 1991). Arjun Agarwal argues that indigenous or traditional
knowledge and western knowledge are, in fact, interconnected. Agarwal argues that these
knowledge forms are, and have been, engaged in contact, communication, and the
transformation of each other throughout the world to an extent that it is impossible to
separate and fix in time systems that "can never be thus separated or fixed" (Agarwal
1995: 422).
I underscore the hybridity and interactive nature of traditional and western
knowledge systems because it is important to understand that Hanoi consumer's reactions
to new forms of risk in their food cannot be explained as traditional or folk knowledge,
terms which imply an outdated-ness and inappropriateness. In general, Hanoi consumers
show a detailed understanding of where pollution comes from and which geographical
areas and crop varieties it most effects. This consumer geography corresponds in many
detailed ways to the findings of scientific studies done on the subject. This suggests that
facts about pollution in Hanoi circulate within and between rural farming communities,
scientific experts, and urban consumers.
To make a statement about whether in-home practices of soaking contaminated
vegetables, for example, are effective by measurements of western science and
technology reinforces this divide. To do so also supports the implicit hierarchy between
traditional and western knowledge by suggesting that traditional or local knowledge must
be confirmed by scientific experts to be legitimate. The fundamental reality is that at this
point, neither the government's system of scientific regulation nor consumers' market
practice is entirely successful at eliminating excess quantities of agricultural chemicals
from the food system. By showing that expert and local systems of risk management are
intertwined and incomplete, my intent is to draw back the curtain from these strategies to
focus attention on the underlying political economic issues that have created and
structured the problem.
Most previous studies of risk from environmental contamination have emerged
out of sites where the lay public has come into conflict or some other form of negotiation
with the state about a particular risk through protest, court cases, or other forms of
organization (Allen 2003, Brown and Mikkelson 1990, Reich 1991). What separates the
case of Vietnam from this body of work is that in Vietnam, there currently exists no
environmental movement within civil society or by foreign institutions. Risk, at least in
terms of pollution and food safety, remains almost completelty individualized.
Organized communities or other civil society groups bring issues of risk into the
political arena where they are contested and hopefully resolved. Michael Reich's
comparative study of how victims obtain redress in chemical contamination cases shows
that the public often must take much, if not all, of the responsibility for managing their
own safety and health because corporate and public actors often resist providing
assurances for technological risk (Reich 1991). Reich's results demonstrate that obtaining
redress usually requires making a problem public, organizing lay people in group action,
and mobilizing political allies. Even then. victims often still find themselves confronting
deep politico-institutional obstacles in a process that "becomes as poisonous as the
chemicals themselves" (Reich 1991: 2). In large part, this stems from the systemic
hierarchy of scientific knowledge within government science and law. This kind of
science privileges visible measurable evidence over experience and anecdotal evidence.
Even where both lay and scientific actors rely on the same principles of empirical
observation, the vision and measurements of scientific experts is privileged over those of
lay people (Brown and Mikkelson 1990). This system is only increasing among
governmental institutions in developing countries, especially as they attempt to re-order
themselves according to modern, rationalized models (Habermas 1971).
Brown and Mikkelson's book No Safe Place (upon which the movie "A Civil
Action" was based), exemplifies this issue (Brown and Mikkelson 1990). After a rash of
cases of childhood leukemia in Woburn, Massachusetts, a community establishes their
own popular epidemiology in the face of government officials' claims that there is not
enough scientific and medical justification to make the local industry stop discharging
toxic waste into the water supply. Even by practicing community-based science, the
people of the town were in some ways still powerless to fight against the more privileged
and legitimized forms of knowledge and logic that rule in the court system. While they
were able to penetrate the veil of government cover-ups enough to gain compensation,
Brown and Mikkelson show how the legal system through which people seek redress has
been structured around institutionalized hierarchies of knowledge and particular forms of
scientific logic that cannot be accessed by the general public. As such, the authors
suggest that the courts are not equipped to handle the complex issues involved in toxic
tort cases.
In her ethnography of "Cancer Corridor" in Louisiana, Barbara Allen also
acknowledges that the system of obtaining redress for exposure to pollution requires lay
citizens to acquire new forms of knowledge, language, and expertise, or to form alliances
with experts in order to do so. (Allen 2003). Unlike Brown and Mikkelson, who argue
that the legal system should be changed, Allen suggests that lay people can create
powerful local-expert alliances to challenge the "incomplete and weak" official science
of government and industry within the framework of the legal system. Adriana Petryna's
study of Ukranian victims of Chernobyl shows how people utilize this kind of knowledge
to form an entirely new kind of identity - both individual and collective - based on their
status as "damaged" by the Chernobyl nuclear accident (Petryna 2002). Petryna shows
how the formation of this new "biological citizenship" created new bureaucratic
dependencies that the state, in turn, supported.
Many aspects of Petryna's story are similar to my own work in post-socialist
Vietnam, including the instability of life in a transitioning economy, the association of
new forms of risk with economic transition, and peoples' social responses to that risk.
However, the profound difference between the experience of the Vietnamese and the
Ukranians, for example, is the fact that the Ukranian government and its people have
institutionalized a web of relations surrounding the mitigation of risk. Although the
system is frought with denial and inconsistency, it shows that the government has at least
acknowledged the disaster of Chernobyl and has taken some small but significant steps to
address it. The citizenry has taken this opening and has attempted to stretch it as far as
possible due to their dire economic situation after market transition.
In Vietnam, several government bodies are scrambling to prevent mass food
poisonings and to reduce the amount of agricultural chemicals, but for the most part,
consumers have been left to their own devices to devise ways of guaranteeing safety and
mitigating risk for themselves. Although slight changes in Vietnam's post-d6i mdi
political environment have suggested a greater potential for the emergence of civil
society organizations, they remain weak in terms of their ability to affect politics. Civil
society organizations in Vietnam have been described as existing under "disabling"
conditions in terms of their power to strengthen their capabilities (Norlund et al. 2006).
Also, the role of NGO's and of other civil society organizations in Vietnam is so new that
laws are still being drafted to define them and their activities. Finally, "the environment"
has not been a priority for the new civil society organizations that have begun to emerge
since the 1990s. These new organizations have tended to focus instead on poverty
reduction, humanitarian relief, economic transparency, and professional development
(Ibid.). Furthermore, the model by which local Vietnamese NGO's are beginning to
function does not challenge the systemic elements of political problems, such as
neoliberalism or the organization of the state. Members of Vietnamese NGO's see
themselves as working in partnership to the state, which inevitably impacts their choice
of issues and their methods of operation (Hannah 2007).
The problem of agricultural chemicals in Vietnam is public knowledge within the
population. Government loudspeakers in the streets warn of food poisoning episodes
from agricultural chemicals, and state run hospitals release to newspapers the figures of
victims found to have become ill by these same toxic chemicals. Instead of forming any
kind of grassroots environmental organizations, Hanoi consumers have chosen different
strategies of risk management that are highly individualized. Instead of forming any kind
of grassroots environmental organizations, Hanoi consumers have individualized the
management of risk.
Many consumers, for example, are relying on traditional insitutions in new ways
in order to ensure the qualtiy of their food. This includes privileging personal market
relationships and their own expertise or "folk knowledge" about where to shop, which
foods to avoid, and how to prepare it in order to ensure their safety. By going to different
kinds of markets with people, I came to realize that a lot of the market knowledge that
Hanoi consumers possess focuses on obtaining and preparing food in ways that would
eliminate potential poisons - which people usually described as being chemical
pesticides, fertilizers, and preservatives, rather than bacteria. While consumers thought
that it was normal for things from the farm to "have a little dirt on them," they were
deeply phobic about the presence of chemicals. People practice elaborate cleansing and
trimming rituals on their vegetables such as soaking in salt water or peeling everything
they ate. Many experienced shoppers deliberately chose browned, insect eaten, or wilted
produce. When I first asked someone about this, she told me that many people buy things
that look damaged or imperfect to ensure that they do not have any chemicals on them. I
came to see how deeply the market world of Hanoi consumers revolved around different
practices for mitigating risks that had been caused in large part by the market transition.
The individualization of risk is a trend that a number of authors have described as
a structural and ideological feature of a "modern" social order (Beck 1992; Lash,
Szerszynski, and Wynne 1996, Beck-Gernsheim 1996, Berking 1996, Diani 1996,
Maguire 1996). The basic premise of this argument is that the uncertainties, anxieties and
risks of modem life are caused by structural factors and fractures in society, but they are
experienced by individuals as if they were the individual's own fault (Bauman 2000).
The absence of full political freedom to protest new forms of risk is one side of
the problem, but my research also shows that many Hanoi consumers accept and
welcome the changes brought by neoliberalization and do not have a desire to challenge
even their negative effects. Problems in the food system are seen as unfortunate side
effects of a larger process that brings mainly good things. The notion of new forms of
risk as an inevitable part of modernization has become a "regime of truth" (Foucault
1980: 131) in the sense that specific ideas about nature, society, and modernity have
limited and directed what kinds of solutions for risk are taken to be true and possible
(Robbins 2004: 66).
Drawing an analogy between the beginning of the agricultural chemical boom in
the United States (from the 1940s through the 1970s) and the one occurring in Vietnam
now illustrates how ecopolitical issues are similarly rationalized and neutralized among
populations at various points in history. In the U.S., over the course of three decades, the
amount of pesticides applied to U.S. agricultural lands rose from very small amounts to a
level of half a billion pounds of active ingredients per year. In the beginning, the
application of pesticides was "an invisible but necessary practice" (Robbins 2004: 66).
This view of pesticides as necessary was supported by scientific research and narratives
from within the chemical industry (i.e. the American Chemical Society) that described
pesticides as "acceptable risks" or as an "inevitable" price of progress (Marco et al. 1987
in Robbins 2004: 66). The publication of Rachel Carson's Silent Spring in 1962 helped to
shatter this reverie and brought pesticides to the forefront of the American public's
concerns. As a result, pesticides became a "serious and popularly perceived risk" in the
U.S. (Robbins 2004: 66). Robbins discusses how the notions of development,
modernization, and improvement are defined "such that there is no alternative to high
chemical inputs in agriculture" (Robbins 2004: 66). Very similar meanings and
associations structure the discussion of agricultural pesticides in Vietnam today.
This begs a further examination of how consent is manufactured among very
diverse groups of citizens for neoliberal agendas despite the fact that some of these go
against their best interests and create new forms of risk (Harvey 2005: 39). Harvey argues
that the key to the successful neo-liberalization of such diverse countries as Japan,
Germany, India, and Mexico is that institutions of power have constructed neo-liberal
actions as "common sense" by invoking cultural and traditional values, fear, or other
powerful sentiments in particular societies (Harvey 2005: 39). For example, in the United
States, "the word 'freedom' resonates so widely within the common-sense understanding
of Americans that it becomes a 'button that elites can press to open the door to the
masses' to justify almost anything" (Harvey 2005: 39). This echoes Gramsci's
observation that when political questions become disguised as cultural ones, they become
insoluble (Gramsci 1971: 321-343). In Vietnam, the authoritarian goals of the socialist
state conflict with the notions of "freedom" that appeal to the masses in politically liberal
countries. "Modernity" however, has an equally strong meaning among Hanoi
consumers of all ages and classes. Modernity has therefore been a powerful trope for
encouraging members of both the government and the citizenry to adopt and accept
courses of neo-liberal development in its name.
Modernity as a persuasive narrative for neoliberalism
A number of scholars have pointed out that the trope of modernity is most often
invoked at times of revolution, regardless of whether there is a physical battle or not
(Baker 1990, Donham 1999, Latour 1991). Modernity almost always refers to the passage
of time. It signifies a particular linear notion of time whereby the past is separated from
the present and expectations are re-oriented towards the future (Baker 1990). Sociologist
Bruno Latour argues that modern designates "a break in the regular passage of time, and
it designates a combat in which there are victors and vanquished" (Latour 1999: 10). In
Hanoi, both "the People" and the state describe modernity as a rupture or a break from
the past. Consumers often associate this rupture with the d6i m6i economic liberalization
beginning in 1989. Before 1989 is the darker world of the centrally planned economy and
post-1989 is the more hopeful world of the free market. Neoliberalism and modernity are
made into the same thing - a promise of a better world. Yet one must not lose sight of the
fact that modernity is often used as a weapon to win a battle for people's alleigence as
states attempt to create a new order that does not benefit everyone.
Although modernity or modernization could theoretically conjure any number of
social imaginaries, many scholars have observed that a series of world-historical
processes have profoundly shaped the dominant idea structure of modernity today. There
are also essential material underpinnings to the processes we call "modernization" today.
These include uneven development, increasing capitalist competition and
commodification across world markets, unidirectional and universal pressures created by
technological advancement, and capitalist media (Donham 1999: xviii). These worldwide
phenomena help to create in people's minds a problem of backwardness along with the
desire for a particular kind of modernity. Many of these processes of modernization
describe the set of world-historical process called "neoliberalism." This explains why
neoliberalism is often conflated with the idea of modernity or modernization. The notion
of globalization has also been added to this conceptual pool by scholars who observe the
parallels between modernity and globalization (as well as those between neoliberalism
and globalization). Anthropologist Christine Walley pushes this further, arguing that
globalization is the "latest incarnation of modernist narratives" (Walley 2006: 10).
Modernity has been tied to neoliberal capitalist agendas so often that it has become
synonymous with world capitalism.
Despite having common elements worldwide, modernity is manifested differently
in different locations (as is neoliberalism) because it relies upon the culturally and
historically specific dreams of different groups of people (Donham 1999, Walley 2007)..
The shared images of modernity in a neoliberal world economy that have accumulated
and circulated throughout the world over time have greatly shaped the visions of local
"vernacular modernisms" (Donham 1999). Anthropologist Donald Donham describes
vernacular modernisms as attempts to re-order society by using strategies "that have
produced wealth, power, or knowledge elsewhere in the world" (Donham 1999: xviii).
This suggests that the ability to constrict people's imagination and sense of possibility is
one of the most powerful effects of the world capitalist system.
Yet how do these images circulate between different parts of the world while
continuously managing to convey the message of power and wealth? Appadurai argues
that through the mass media, a new power of imagination has been made possible
(Appadurai 1997). Furthermore, he argues that this newly strengthened power of
imagination is the new ethnographic terrain for understanding the forces that shape
peoples' daily lives. This is because the vehicles of mass media allow people to make
decisions not based on "the givenness of things" but by images, ideas, and possibilities
"that come from elsewhere" (Appadurai 1997: 54-55). Assuming that people construct
their modernities from their own bricks so to speak, the powerful ability of the mass
media to circulate dominant, collectively re-enforced narratives of modernity helps to
explain why neoliberalism and modernity look the same. Essentially, it is because people
make them into the same thing, over and over. This process shapes new-comers'
perception and scope as they are guided by the moves of all those who came before them.
Modernity has two bodies. It lives in the moving, verbal form as the policies,
decisions, and actions that make modernization or neoliberalism happen in tangible ways.
Driving these tangible constructions, however, are the dream worlds that inhabit the
nouns of these things (Davis and Monk 2007). -Modernity as a thing is a rechargeable
battery that can be filled and re-filled to infuse political agendas with collective social
energy. The power of modernity lies in its capabilities as an idea vessel in which the
culturally circumscribed desires of different people at different times are contained.
That there are endless modernities operating at the same time (Blim 2000) seems
to be a trait inherent to modernity itself. Lisa Rofel, for example, shows how gender is
one of the central modalities through which modernity is imagined among a group of
silk-factory workers in China (Rofel 1999). Rofel argues that the very idea of
generational differences among these women emerged out of the pursuit of modernity
that took hold in early 20 th century China. Central to the project of modernity in China
was the modernist notion of progress: of always "overcoming and surpassing that which
came before" (Rofel 1999: 7). This created a new notion that groups of people were
related horizontally to each other in terms of demarcated periods of linear history, which
is a major departure from the previous cultural notion of vertical ties across generations
through kinship. Rofel argues that the "shared experiences and characteristics" of women
across horizontal groups only make sense within the paradigm of modernity, which
constructs relations as always moving beyond and departing from what came before
(Rofel 1999: 7). Rofel's silk workers demonstrate the double-edged power that the notion
of modernity has to both create and divide people into groups, populations, and states.
The power of modernity as a political imaginary resembles Benedict Anderson's
description of how notions of nation and nationhood became invested with the power to
draw "imagined political communities" together (Anderson 1991). Although some states
rely on nationalist claims to justify their neoliberal programs (Harvey 2005: 151),
modernity rivals the nation as a powerful image around which ideological communities
are being formed in developing states. The transfer of power between these two idea
worlds may stem from the fact that states are increasingly perceived as relinquishing the
ability to control events in economic and social arenas (Goodman 1996: 594). According
to this view, states are losing power over their national territories and as a consequence
are becoming part of an expanding web of commercial and cultural networks that
"enhance the ability of individual citizens to exchange goods and information with an
ever-widening circle of relationships" (Goodman 1996: 594; see also Waltz 1993). This
explains why the notion of modernity, which orients people and their relations according
to the progressive passage of time and to a territorially limitless horizon, appears in many
cases to be gaining symbolic power over the geographically fixed nation.
The relationship between modernity and neoliberalism that I wish to draw out in
this thesis is that in Vietnam, modernity is a dream world that is used at different times to
justify, explain, or identify the incremental and deliberate procession through a neoliberal
agenda. Many other state governments undergoing similar economic development
schemes have adopted the notion of modernity as a powerful justificatory trope,
appealing to the imaginations and desires of their populations. As Marshall Berman
observes, "to be modern is to live a life of paradox and contradiction" in that the notion
of modernity moves people to desire change, to transform themselves and their world. At
the same time, however, people are equally terrified by a sense of disorientation and
disintegration. This is the sense that "all that is solid melts into air" (Berman 1982: 13).
The simultaneous tension between the excitement and fear that modernity evokes
is part of why the images and resources used in the politic of modernity (by both "the
People" and the state) are vast and diverse both culturally and historically. They include
not only the unfamiliar but hopeful future, but also the security blankets, trusted
memorabilia, and familiar institutions that orient people in a remembered time and place
(even if that too is imagined). This is why in Hanoi, modernity is expressed through
thought-objects as diverse as numerical standards and measures borrowed from Western
organizations,3 historic villas from the French colonial period that now house posh new
restaurants for wealthy Vietnamese, and hand-sewn bridal embroidery of impoverished
Such as the Vietnam's adoption of FAO/WHO limits for agricultural chemical use.
ethnic hill tribes that have been re-made into everything from simple tourist's satchels to
haute couture garments.
We see in Hanoi how the state's discourse of modernity obscures the political
dimensions of its neoliberal agenda and diffracts the source of responsibility so that it is
difficult to trace. Consumers who worry about increasing amounts of pesticides in their
food blame "agricultural modernization" rather than the government's de-regulation of
trade and lack of oversight. Modernity, unlike the government, has no tribunal because it
is faceless, inevitable, and constantly moving (forward). It is difficult to mobilize real
resistance to the ills of modernity when it comes bearing such beautiful gifts.
The Organization of this Dissertation
The three themes of neoliberal development, modernity, and risk run through each
of the chapters in this book. The premise of the first chapter follows from the argument
that socialism, native custom, and capitalism are not whole, self-contained systems or
unambiguous sets of rules, but rather are hybrid entities made from multiple practices and
traditions (Dunn 1999). I show how many of what appear to be traditional features of
local markets are also responses to market liberalization in the 1990s. The micro
interactions between buyers and sellers in Hanoi's traditional markets show that although
many things found in these markets resemble forms from earlier historical periods (i.e.
women in conical hats, piles of fresh fruits and vegetables, lively bargaining, and
personal relationships between buyers and sellers), they actually exist and operate in
ways that are deeply connected to the post- d6i m6i free market transition. I try to
demonstrate that Hanoi consumers have sought inherently "social" networks based on
personalized market transactions in order to establish trust and quality control within a
system they perceive to be lacking these features. I also argue that personal relationships
with sellers have become increasingly important in the new market economy as new
kinds of unfamiliar goods have appeared. At the same time, one can see in these markets
how buyer and seller's relationships are mediated by perceptions of class, social status,
and wealth that mirror the increasing social divisions in Hanoi society since d6i m6i.
Finally, I examine the role of the rural street seller who plays a functional yet
controversial role in contemporary Hanoi. Despite the fact that rural traders have been
regularly moving in and out of Hanoi for centuries, new consumer demands as well as
changes in the structure of agriculture have added greatly to the proliferation of street
vendors in Hanoi since d6i m6i.
In chapter three, I focus on the purchase and preparation of fresh vegetables by
Hanoi consumers to explore the ways in which people attempt to physically and
symbolically mitigate some of the new risks that have been created by economic
liberalization. This chapter revolves around the theme of barriers or borders in the sense
that post- d6i mo6i society has created ruptures in some previous types of economic,
social, and geographic boundaries, which themselves have both material and symbolic
dimensions. For example, the normalization of trade relations with China has been a
mixed blessing for Vietnam. Despite the fact that Chinese exports (both legal and illegal)
have begun to dominate some of Vietnam's domestic industries, the Vietnamese
government has remained committed to expanding border trade (Womack 1994). This
has led consumers to express the potential dangers of China's effect on Vietnam through
their concerns about poisoned food items. Yet urban consumers are also suspicious of
local Vietnamese foodstuffs. Dramatic changes in peri-urban Hanoi's agricultural lands
have created tension in peoples' perceptions of the relationship between the city and
country, and although consumers perceive street vendors as playing a valuable role in the
new market, this has also marked them as targets of consumers' ambivalence about post-
d6i m6"i life. Hanoi consumers have focused on the figure of the rural street seller as the
source of dangerous foods as well as a dangerous moral economy. Although vendors in
other markets who compete with street vendors for business often vilify street vendors,
they are ultimately tied to each other through the larger marketing networks, the same
ruptures and inconsistencies of supply, and the same dependence on personal
relationships. Vegetables as objects circulate regularly between different types of vendors
and change status and identity as dangerous or safe as they do so (Kopytoff 1986).
Urban consumers' concerns about street vendors also reflect their concerns about
the morals of buying and selling in the new economy. This includes the housewife's
important role in defending the inside home world from new dangers coming from the
outside. The housewife relies upon a toolkit of knowledge and techniques for selecting
produce in the market and preparing it at home:- that are*meant to guarantee qualtiy in
various ways. Based on Bruno LaTour's argument that techniques hold the status of
actors ("nonfigurative characters") in social dramas, I argue that household practices like
salt water soaking do the symbolic work of allowing the housewife to feed her family in a
"safe" way under otherwise unsafe circumstances (LaTour 1994). Also, as women's roles
are changed and challenged, upholding these gender-based techniques helps mitigate the
additional risk that women will abandon their role as the caretaker of the family. In this
chapter, we see that risk has become assumed as a burden of the individual. While
informants often acknowledge the increased amounts of pollutants in agricultural fields
or poor water quality, they focus much more attention on the preparation techniques and
avoid discussing the larger infrastructural problems.
In chapter four, I look at how both consumers and the state are engaged in a
strong symbolic politics of modernity. In the first part of this chapter, I describe the
massive re-structuring of Hanoi's market system. By looking at local policy, it becomes
apparent that the state is performing triage on certain elements of the market system.
Using the logic of modern scientific development (what anthropologist Shiv Visvanathan
refers to as "modernity-as-technocracy"), the state has begun to identify and
systematically eliminating things that it has defined as retarding its modernist goal of
progress (Visvanathan 1997). Certain market outlets are categorized as disorderly or
unsightly and are thereby slated for destruction in order to make way for more desired
modern market forms such as government-regulated wet markets and supermarkets. The
"rationalization" of Hanoi's market system is not only a re-ordering of physical markets,
it is also an attempt at re-ordering Hanoi society in general to reflect an image of a
modern city.
No single market institution in Hanoi better exemplifies this goal than the newly
arrived supermarket. I focus in particular on the supermarket as icon of a modern market
outlet in the eyes of both government officials and consumers. The ideals of modernity
that government documents espouse connects to a simultaneous search and desire for
things that are modern among consumers. Ultimately, the strong symbolic appeal of
supermarkets and their association with the notion of modernity has played a significant
role in consumers' belief that their quality control is superior to more traditional markets.
Although supermarkets are a relatively insignificant market outlet in terms of sales, they
already have strong symbolic appeal for Hanoi consumers based their aesthetic features
of modernity and unique assurances for food safety and quality.
Finally, in chapter five, I address the fact that although traditional and modern do
not define the changes that are taking place in Hanoi's markets, there are divisions
beginning to occur among consumers in regards to the market places they choose. These
divisions are in large part based on different notions of trust and quality control. Hanoi
consumers are creating hybrid market worlds for themselves - made up of strands from
changing traditional markets as well as from new supermarkets- in order to ensure the
safety and quality of their foodstuffs. However, alongside the hybridity of individual
consumers' market practices, new social divisions have also risen up around particular
market forms. Social groups, like goods and services themselves, in the new economy are
simultaneously proliferating and differentiating into increasing subdivisions. What is
happening among Hanoi consumers, and arguably in Vietnamese society at large, is that
consumers are defining and expressing new value structures and, as a result, are
attempting to secure or create new market worlds for themselves that reflect these values.
People are creating new institutions of what Bourdieu calls "cultural capital," or social
value that is embodied in objective or subjective structures such as markets. Consumers
are coagulating around not only different market outlets, but around emerging ideas and
opportunities to guarantee quality and safety of food.
Conversations with Vietnamese women of different ages and professions show
how the patronage of certain market types is tied into the different life worlds these
people inhabit. Young office workers and other professionals prefer supermarkets for
their occasional needs. By the same token, many older housewives prefer visiting their
familiar vendors in street and indoor wet markets for their twice-daily shopping ritual that
is tied to their role as the shopper and cook for the family. As a seller in one of Hanoi's
wet markets says, "the supermarkets have their customers, and I have mine."
In the first chapters of this dissertation, I show how in the world of traditional
markets, consumers try to mitigate risk by privileging market institutions based on
personal relationships and on individuals' ability to assess the quality of objects using
their own senses. By contrast, in supermarkets, the notion of quality has become
embedded in the institution. In the supermarket, consumers trust and rely on the market
itself as guaranteeing quality, not on particular sellers in that market. Quality in the
supermarket is defined by an objective or technological definition of quality, whereby
consumers rely on outside experts to ensure quality through scientific means (a.k.a. lab
testing etc.) regardless of whether in fact this really takes place. Some theorists have
argued that this movement of agency in quality assurance from the individual to outside
forms of expertise is a defining characteristic of the industrialization of food systems
(Sylvander 1995).
With the introduction of new market forms like supermarkets and shops in which
the institutions' own strong quality guarantees are based on scientifically enforced
standards, the need for customers' sensory-based judgments decreases. In the
supermarket, the majority of food is sold packaged, and consumers must buy it based on
its label or advertisements without seeing, smelling, or actually touching what is inside a
particular bag or box. People are unable to verify quality for themselves and are therefore
made to trust and choose from among signs emitted by outside sources, which could be a
state, a brand, or a salesperson. Some Hanoi housewives confirm this understanding that
supermarkets are for people who lack the kind of market sensibilities found in traditional
chains when they say that "Supermarkets are for those who do not know," and, "if you
don't know anyone, go to the supermarket."
Supermarkets are viewed by Hanoians' themselves as being places where
consumers who do not fit into the traditional market world can shop with a sense of
quality assurance. The decreasing participation of young consumers in a knowledge
system based on one's own perception is dovetailing with increased opportunities to
participate in emerging external quality and price-control institutions like supermarkets.
One the one hand, some consumers are pouring new wine into old bottles by relying on
familiar forms of knowledge and trust that are direct, individualized, and experiential in
order to mitigate risk during market transition. At the same time, consumers are also
increasingly privileging an unseen and abstracted network of experts, whose credibility is
transmitted through certifications, institutions, and signs (Giddens 1991). This transition
from a consumer culture based on knowing from personal experience to knowing based
on the assurances of scientific expertise, is a result of Vietnam's market transition
towards the formalization of markets and the privatization of quality control.
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Chapter Two
DNi M6i in the Agricultural System and the Reworking of Urban
Market Relations
In this chapter I discuss how the dBi m6i policies have changed the circumstances
and structures of agricultural and market institutions in Hanoi. The foundations of the
agricultural production system and of market relations that radiate outward from these
have been altered in fundamental ways even in cases where their visible forms appear the
same as before d6i m6i. First, I outline briefly some of the major agricultural policies that
the Vietnamese state implemented through d6i mci the late 1980s and early 1990s,
followed by a discussion of the multiple effects these policies have had in rural
communities around Hanoi. I discuss in particular how the new market system has
resulted in a proliferation of agro-chemical use. In the second half of this chapter, I
discuss how these developments have affected pre-existing market institutions.
BDi M&i and Changes in Agricultural Production
One of the major reasons behind Vietnam's d6i m6i reforms was that the socialist
system of agricultural collectives, implemented by the government between 1976 and
1980, was failing. Rice production was poor, and Vietnam was forced to import a large
amount of rice to meet its domestic demand. Many farmers, especially in the south, had
resisted collectivization almost from the beginning. Reforming the agricultural collective
system became imperative.
Within the collective system, agricultural production operated through
compulsory government collectives, which accounted for 95 percent of agricultural land
(Luu 2003: 48). The state made all decisions regarding production and distribution.
Private trade in the products grown on these collective lands was officially banned. Any
surplus was forcibly sold to the state at about 20 to 30 percent of the price farmers would
have received on the free market. The remaining 5 percent of land was left for farming
households to use for breeding poultry and pigs as well as vegetables. Private trade in
these particular products was allowed but was restricted to local markets.
Beginning in 1981, the government initiated the first of two phases of agricultural
economic reforms, the output-contracting regime (1981-1987) and market liberalization
(1988-present). The issuing of Directive 100CT/TW in January 1981 marked the first
phase of market liberalization. Land was allocated to individual farming households who
were supposed to organize the sowing, seedling propagation, transplanting, maintenance,
and harvesting of crops themselves, while remaining operations such as processing and
distribution were still carried out by the cooperatives. Farmers were given a quota for the
amount of crops they had to produce, after which they could keep the excess and either
sell it to the State or on the free market (Luu 2003: 50).
Directive 100-CT/TW - effectively a free market production plan with training
wheels, was greatly successful. Despite farmers' limited control over the distribution of
rice, farming households took full advantage of their newfound control over production
to dramatically increase rice production between 1981 and 1987 (General Statistics
Office 2000). In 1987 when production stagnated due to bad weather, a food crisis struck.
It was time again for further reforms. In 1988, Resolution 10 made the first small steps
towards giving farmers private property rights. Farming households were defined as
autonomous economic units and could now own their own machines and animals.
Collectivized land began to be leased back to farming households for periods of 15 to 20
years.
The following year, in 1989, the 6th Congress of the Communist Party of Vietnam
continued to build upon these changes, recognizing the private sector as a legally equal
component of the economy, alongside collective and state components. It also made
agricultural cooperatives voluntary, and maintained the status of farming households as
independent economic units. Under this series of reforms, cooperative ownership was
abolished. In 1993, Decree 64-CP was issued, virtually completing the privatization
process by re-allocating cooperative lands to farm households for long-term use. Among
other things, the decree stated:
"The State shall allocate land to households and individuals for the
stable and long term use for the purpose of agricultural production. All of
the agricultural land currently in use are to be completely allocated to
households and individuals for agricultural production, except for land to
be allocated to organizations or land used for the public demands of the
communes in accordance with these regulations." (Government of
Vietnam 1993).
Through Decree 64-CP, farmers gained autonomy in making all decisions about
their farming and management practices (Truong 2002: 5). It was around this time that
land-use and cropping patterns around Hanoi began to visibly reflect market mechanisms.
Land was divided into plots, which were then allocated to farmers in parcels of plots
usually ranging from 6 to 10 in number. This was done to ensure that households
received the same quality of land (Vu 2005: 20). However, in practice the land allocation
process resulted in bidding wars that favored wealthier farmers with better pieces of land
(Hue 2002).
Vegetables and Hanoi's local food system
A number of researchers have documented the changes that Vietnam's economic
liberalization policies have wrought throughout Hanoi's food system (Figuie and Dao
2004; Gia et al. 2004; Hoang 2006; Moustier, Dao, and Figuie 2003; Moustier et al.
2006a; Moustier et al. 2006b; Nguyen 2005). One of the most significant changes in
Hanoi's peri-urban landscape has been a shift from producing mainly staple crops to cash
crops such as vegetables and herbs. As such, vegetables play a central role in many major
market liberalization issues. Van den Berg et al. argue that of the relative changes in peri-
urban Hanoi's land use area between 1991 and 1999, the most important has been the
increase in vegetable acreage (Van den Berg et al. 2003: 40). Therefore, looking at the
politics of vegetable production and consumption provides a direct window into a number
of the cultural and economic results of d6i m6i.
The rapid increase in vegetable production has resulted from the interaction of
several effects of d6i mdi such as increased land prices and the subsequent pressure on
farmers who have very small amounts of allotted land to intensify production. In Hanoi
province, the amount of agricultural land per household declined by an average of 15
percent between 1991 and 1999 (Van den Berg et al. 2003: 37). As a result, farmers
exercised their newfound freedom of production and began intensifying production by
growing crops with higher market value. To give some sense of the possible profit
increase in making this transition, the income from one land unit of the culinary herb
eryngium is ten times higher than one land unit of rice paddy (Dang ed. 2005: 10). The
growing urban population encouraged this with its increased demand for vegetables.
Vegetables are the single crop whose sown land area is increasing most rapidly
around Hanoi. The sown area of vegetables around Hanoi has increased rapidly since d6i
mbi, growing froml00 ha in 1991 to 7,939 in 2002. The area of vegetable-growing land
around Hanoi increases 10% a year. At the same time that this increase in area has taken
place, average vegetable yield has also increased. The annual vegetable production in
Hanoi province is over 115,000 tons accounting for 70% of the city's demand (Gia et al.
2004: 2). 4 Dong Anh district, for example, was formerly the most important rice-
producing district in peri-urban Hanoi. During the 1990s, the vegetable-producing area in
Dong Anh has increased to almost 10,000 acres, outnumbering acreage of staple crops.
The link between the urbanization and expansion of Hafioi city and the changing
landscape of its surrounding agricultural fields is visible. For example, as the number of
restaurants in and around Hanoi has increased - many of which sell the typical "fast
food" soup and noodle dishes that require large plates of herbs as condiments - the
demand for herbs has increased. As a result, villagers in Hanoi's peri-urban lands have
been growing increasing amounts of herbs such as eryngium, basil, coriander, marjoram,
and perilla. One example of these changes is Dong Du commune, which lies across the
Red river from central Hanoi in Gia Lam, Hanoi's eastern-most district. Between 1995
and 2004, the area of rice paddy land in Dong Du has decreased from 49% of total land to
35%, while the area of land for growing vegetables increased from 13% to 20% during.
the same time period (Dang ed. 2005: 10). Even within rural communities, many people
are adopting behaviors that they associate with an "urban lifestyle." Eating outside the
4 The remaining 30% of vegetables come from neighboring provinces and a small amount come
from Southern Vietnam, Singapore, China, and Thailand (Gia et al. 2004).
home in small restaurants in the village is a "new movement", departing from peoples'
custom of eating at home for the past twenty years, and skipping breakfast in the years
before that (Vu 2005: 16). The loss of farmland has also contributed to this phenomena of
rural dwellers not being able to "eat what they grow," and has also contributed to the
increase in the number of restaurants in peri-urban villages.
Figure 4: Map of greater Hanoi, including its peri-urban districts.
Industrialization and urbanization in the countryside
Since doi m6i, the percentage of rural households no longer engaged in farming
has risen steadily. In 1994, 20% of total peasant households were engaged in non-
agricultural occupations or trades (Truong 2002). Since the late 1980s, the share of
agriculture in Vietnam's gross domestic product has declined from about 10 percent to
3.6 percent in 1999 (Van den Berg et al. 2003: 37). At same time, estimates from the year
1996 show that industrial activity in Vietnam was growing at a rate of 14% per year with
some industries growing at the astonishing rate of 100% in 1994-1995 (Sikor and
O'Rourke 1996: 604). Much of this activity is occurring on lands formerly occupied by
agriculture.
Urban and industrial development projects sponsored by district and provincial
governments as "national projects" have led to a widespread practice of land re-
acquisition in rural areas (Dang ed. 2005: 13). Since land has been allocated to individual
farm families under the 1993 Decree 64-CP as a long-term loan, the government can and
does exercise its rights of ownership for uses it deems necessary. Research in several
villages in peri-urban districts of Hanoi have shown a trend of rural families losing their
agricultural and residential lands to urbanization projects, since the inception of land
allocation law itself (Dang ed. 2005). Families are usually compensated monetarily for
their land and in some cases given the "opportunity" to purchase land in designated
relocation zones. However, residents in these various communities often describe the lack
of warning, information, or fair compensation in the acquisition process (Dang ed. 2005,
Vu 2005).
The migration of young people seeking work at new factories and other industrial
ventures in the rural peri-urban areas of Hanoi has created ebbs and swells in certain
communities. The subsequent growth in population as well as new houses and other
buildings has dramatically decreased the amount of agricultural land in what were once
primarily farming communities. Many farmers have been forced to find jobs working as
hired labor in nearby areas that have developed industrial specialties such as Bat Trang,
the famous ceramics village across the Red River from Hanoi (Vu 2005).
Other families who are wealthier or who live closer to the roads have stayed and become
involved in service work by opening guest houses and restaurants for the new residents.
Some families have used the large sums of money acquired by government compensation
for land or by the outright sale of it to buy the "high house with wide doors" that
represents the "traditional image of a wealthy family" held by many rural residents (Vu
2005: 16).
The flow of rural people to Hanoi city itself has also been dramatic. The annual
growth rate of Hanoi province (which includes both the urbanized core and surrounding
rural areas), at 3.1% per year was much greater than that of the whole country. Between
1991 and 1999, the province's population grew by 590,000, of which 319,000 were
migrants from surrounding rural areas (General Statistics Office 2001). Because these
figures come from official data, they do not count the significant number of immigrants
or commuters who are unregistered.
Figure 5: Daily traffic across the Chuang Droung bridge between central Hanoi and the peri-urban
suburbs. (photo by author)
Pollution in peri-urban agriculture
The decrease in available farm land around Hanoi and the increase in land prices
have pushed existing farmers to intensify their production through a variety of methods,
among which are the increasing reliance upon agricultural input such as fertilizers,
herbicides, and pesticides. As a result, over the past two decades, there have been a
number of food poisoning incidents in Hanoi that have made the public alert to and
particularly concerned about the quality of their vegetables. News reports and
announcements on the public loudspeaker system have warned Hanoi residents of
incidents of pesticide poisoning and of the dangers of chemicals in food.
There is not a lot of information on the history and political economy of
agricultural chemicals in northern Vietnam, especially. This is in part due to a paucity of
information about Vietnam during the American war period in the 1960s and 1970s
(Harms 2000), which unfortunately coincided with the Green Revolution when many
agro-chemicals began to gain widespread use. As a result, it is not clear how and from
where agricultural chemicals originally entered the country during this time. In addition,
most of what is known about agricultural chemicals in Vietnam comes from the south,
whose history of agricultural development took a different path than the north (Fforde
and DeVylder 1996: 180).
Perhaps the earliest ethnographic documentation of Vietnamese farmers using
chemical fertilizers appears in Gerald Hickey's ethnography of Khanh Hu village in the
Mekong Delta between 1958 and 1959 (Hickey 1964). Hickey observes that "all rice
farmers" in Khanh Hau use chemical fertilizer (Hickey 1964: 139). Villagers disagree on
exactly how and when chemical fertilizer was introduced to their village, but general
consensus is that it had occurred some twenty years earlier - in the late 1930s during the
French colonial period. According to these villagers, a French entrepreneur proposed to
Ong Ke Hien -the village religious and moral leader- that he experiment with a sample
on several hectares of his land. The results were positive - plants were hardier and had
heavier heads than plants in other fields. Ong Ke Hien purchased a large amount of the
fertilizer, and within 15 years, all farmers were using it (Ibid.).
Before 1958, when Hickey arrived at the village, the most popular brand of
fertilizer was "Than Nong" (farmers called the fertilizers by their brand names). Than
Nong was a phosphate tricalcic, containing 30% P205. The importation of Than Nong
(origin unknown) was discontinued in 1957 and replaced by two other fertilizers with
similar ingredients - Than Tai and Tam Tai. Two brands of ammonium sulfate - Chim
and Tien - were also available locally.
Purchasing either type of fertilizer was an annual financial problem for villagers
since they needed it late in the growing season when they were usually short of cash.
Several government aid programs were designed to fix the wildly fluctuating prices and
to make fertilizer available by extending credit. In 1958, the Agricultural Credit Program
extended low-interest loans to farmers to purchase fertilizer during planting season. The
village's predominant political party - the National Revolutionary Movement - also
organized a cooperative to purchase chemical fertilizer at lower prices for its members.
Before the introduction of chemical fertilizers, farmers used a mixture of buffalo
manure, ashes, and a compost of straw and dead leaves -a fertilizer that Hickey observed
was restricted to gardens as of 1959 (Hickey 1964: 139). Hickey finds among some older
farmers the belief that there was a marked increase in the number of pests over the past
twenty or thirty years, which they observe correlates to the introduction of chemical
fertilizer in their fields. Another common belief among farmers is that after years of
applying chemical fertilizer, abandoning the practice would result in soil infertility
(Hickey 1964: 140). In the 1960s, Hickey's villagers' in southern Vietnam make
observations in their fields that suggest the beginning of a cycle of dependency on
chemical input. Contemporary researchers in peri-urban Hanoi observe a similar cycle of
"ever-higher chemical input use with lower productivity and profitability and reduced
sustainability of the natural resource base" (Nguyen et al. 2004: i).
From just after the Communist revolution until d6i m6i (from about 1956 through
about 1988), the state agricultural cooperatives oversaw and provided farmers with land
preparation, irrigation, and input distribution services i.e. fertilizers and other chemicals
(Pingali and Vo 1992: 706). Beginning in 1960 in northern Vietnam, the retail trade in
agricultural inputs was controlled by the State Trading Corporation and by buying and
selling cooperatives - in other words, the state controlled farmers' access to inputs, which
included fertilizers and other chemicals. Input allocations were made in a top down
fashion. The National Land Use Plans determined which crops were to be grown in
which region. Provincial allocations were then distributed to cooperatives who then
distributed them to various production teams within the cooperative. This system resulted
in high administrative overhead, which raised the costs of inputs, and in untimely delays
in their delivery (Pingali and Vo 1992: 708).
In the south where farmers were not constrained by collectivization in the same
way as the north,5 this top-down system of input supply did not apply to most farmers,
who, instead, developed a black market system of obtaining highly desired fertilizers and
chemical input (Pingali and Vo 1995: 708). Fertilizers and pesticides were diverted from
provincial and cooperative sources to private traders who sold them to local farmers.
Based on Kerkvliet and Seldon's finding that the Vietnamese government did not
eliminate free markets for certain items, nor could it eliminate black markets for other
hard-to-obtain items, it is reasonable to assume that black market supply chains for
fertilizers and chemical inputs were also operating in the north during the collective
period (Kerkvliet and Seldon 1998: 41). As of 1992, despite the fact that input marketing
had been privatized, imports of pesticides and fertilizer were still controlled by the state
which result in high domestic prices - especially for fertilizer (Pingali and Vo 1998:
715).
De-collectivization and the proliferation of agro-chemicals in Vietnam
The de-collectivization of agriculture and the de-regulation of much of Vietnam's
trade has changed conditions for farmers concerning the supply of fertilizers and
pesticides. In 1996, quota allocations for fertilizers were de-centralized. In 2000, the
5 The south never collectivized to the extent that the north did, and the north never fully
collectivized itself, official statistics record that by 1960, 86 percent of northern Vietnam's rural
households were part of agricultural cooperatives, and by 1969, this figure had risen to 92 percent
(Kerkvliet and Selden 1998: 41).
government removed fertilizer import restrictions and removed tariffs. The next year, in
2001, quota allocations for fertilizers were removed altogether (Truong 2003). Currently,
the government goes not control fertilizer imports, nor does it provide low-interest bank
loans for fertilizer.6
Vietnam's domestic fertilizer industry began in the early 1960s, with the initial
help of foreign aid and later supported by inward investments (Adam Fforde, personal
communication, 27 March 2007). Today, Vietnam has a substantial domestic industry of
fertilizer production, with over 150 fertilizer producers, each with an annual capacity
ranging from 500 tons to 1 million tons. In the 2005-2010 period, Vietnam has plans to
build four more major fertilizer plants, with a combined capacity of almost 1.8 million
tons.7 Vietnam's fertilizer production facilities are located throughout the country,
utilizing different geographic resources. For example, Vung Tau province in Southern
Vietnam makes fertilizers from petrochemicals derived from its rich petroleum fields off
the coast. In the north of Vietnam, in the mountainous border-region, large phosphate
mines remain a large source of fertilizer raw material for the entire country.
Vietnam's domestic production of fertilizer only meets about half of its actual
demand. Vietnam imports millions of tons of fertilizer per year. In 2006, Vietnam's
domestic production was 2.176 million tons- mainly urea produced using natural gas. It
imported 3.047 million tons, at a cost of U.S. $673 million dollars (General Statistics
Office 2007). According to another source, at least 159 million dollars of this was spent
on importing 660, 000 tons of urea alone mainly from China, Indonesia, Russia, and the
Middle East. Indonesia and Qatar are the two main exporters of urea to southern Vietnam
(Stenberg et al. 2005). Urea is one of the main types of fertilizer used in Vietnam; it is
particularly useful in rice production.8 2007 estimates for the import of urea were
6 http://www.agnet.org/library/bc/46014/
(Accessed 27 March 2007).
7 http://english.people.com.cn/200612/01/eng20061201 327342.html
(Accessed 27 March 2007).
8 The rise in fertilizer use is connected to the fact that beginning with the Green Revolution in the
1960s, there has been a massive replacement of traditional varieties of rice (and other crops) with
"modern" varieties. These "improved" varieties of rice were higher yielding but required much
larger amounts of fertilizers than the previous cultivation systems would provide. In the Mekong
Delta, for example, before the arrival of chemical fertilizers, nutrients came from deposits left by
900,000 tons, indicating a 27 percent increase from the previous year.9 The study of
fertilizer use in two villages in peri-urban Hanoi finds small multi-crop farmers had at
least 50 different types of fertilizer in use between September 2002 and 2003. The top ten
most used fertilizers in these villages included factory-made fertilizers such as urea and
phosphates as well as household waste, buffalo manure, human excretao', and ash (Van
Beek et al. 2004: 2).
Pesticides
Research among vegetable farmers in peri-urban Hanoi has found that despite
farmers' long-term experience growing vegetables in these areas, they have reportedly
begun facing new constraints with production in recent years. These constraints include a
reported increase in the amount of insects and diseases that have caused heavy losses for
farmers. Most of these farmers depend on chemical pesticides to control insects and
diseases, but the chemicals often do not solve the problem (Nguyen et al. 2004). During a
one-year monitoring period from September 2002- September 2003, farmers sprayed
field cabbage with up to 77 different types of pesticides, at an average of over seven
sprays per crop, while kohlrabi was sprayed with up to 89 different pesticides at average
of almost seven sprays per crop (Nguyen et al. 2004: 18). Other crops that were most
susceptible to pests and that received the most pesticides are tomato, sweet cabbage, long
beans, squash, and cucumber."
Before the widespread introduction of chemical pesticides in Vietnam, villagers
relied on natural factors such as sudden heavy rains to rids plants of insects (Hickey
annual floods that included deposits of silt, fish, and other organic materials (Charles Howie,
personal communication. 27 March 2007).
9 http://english.people.com.cn/200703/13/eng20070313 357064.html
(Accessed 8 April 2007)
'( Surveys of urban consumers suggest that their fear of contamination from rural areas has both
chemical and human dimensions. In addition to listing chemical fertilizers and pesticides as the
largest potential danger in crops from these areas, several housewives also expressed concern
about the use of "human fertilizer" or excrement in farming (Figuie 2003: 12).
" These findings correspond almost exactly to the responses of my informants in urban Hanoi
when asked which particular vegetables they perceived to be most dangerous to eat due to the
presence agricultural chemicals.
1964). In the early 1960s, pesticides were "costly" and only used by the well-to-do and
by farmers cultivating large areas (Hickey 1964: 141). Between the early 1960s when
pesticides were just appearing in local markets, and the year 1986, state run pesticide
company, The Vietnam Pesticide Company (Vipesco), had the only formulation facilities
in Vietnam. 2 As of 1998, these were still the largest formulation facilities in the country
with a capacity of over 40,000 tons per year. Since the liberalization of the market in
1989, eight more state-owned and four privately owned plants emerged in the following
decade, three of which are joint ventures.
The use of pesticides around Hanoi increased by 75% between 1991 and 1997
(Ha 1999: 49). As we read in the previous chapter, both the widespread overuse of
pesticides and the government's failures to regulate the application of pesticides are
primary results of market liberalization. One research study found that policies that
promote the intensive cultivation of crops, which has been part of the market
liberalization trend in Hanoi's farm areas, also increase the amount of pesticides used
(Pham and Nguyen 2005: 1). A Vietnamese news article reports that during the 1990s
farmers used three times more herbicide and pesticide than in the 1980s ("Pesticides"
2001). According to Health Ministry's Food Hygiene and Quality Control Department at
the time, up to 90 per cent of cultivated land nation-wide is sprayed with herbicides and
pesticides. The annual demand for these chemicals is about 50,000 tons and climbing. At
the time there were 100 foreign companies licensed to produce and trade herbicides and
pesticides in Vietnam, 10 times as many as in 1990. There were also 50 domestic
enterprises producing, processing and packaging the farming chemicals, with a total
production capacity of 90,000 tons a year ("Pesticides" 2001).
Before the 1990s, there was no regulatory framework for pesticides in Vietnam
("Vietnam promotes" 2001). Despite the government's hasty attempts to develop a
regulatory framework and a network of inspection, there are many gaps in the current
government oversight of pesticides. Farmers are applying increasing amounts of
chemicals that fall in the WHO's extremely or highly hazardous categories, such as
methyl parathion, monocrotophos and methamidophos, as well as HCH (7) and DDT.
12 www.crop-protection-monthly.co.uk/ Archives/CPMSep 1998.doc
(Accessed 27 March 2007)
According to representatives from both Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi plant protection
departments, a nationwide inspection by the Plant Protection Department in the year 2000
found:
* 2,388 pesticide retailers operating without a business license (about 23.4%
of all inspected retailers)
* 2,500 kg of banned pesticides (methamidophos, DDT and other
chemicals)
* 4,753 liters and 5,645 kg of illegally imported or counterfeit pesticides
("Vietnam promotes" 2001)
These figures likely represent only the tip of the iceberg in terms of the amount of
banned or illegally imported pesticides circulating throughout the entire country. Under
current regulations, the Plant Protection Department of the Ministry of Agriculture and
Rural Development (MARD) is responsible for pesticide management. Vietnam officially
approved and adopted the International Code of Conduct on the Distribution and Use of
Pesticides of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN (FAO) in 1990. In the
period 1990-1993 FAO supported MARD to develop a regulatory system for pesticides in
compliance with international guidelines. Vietnam enacted its Ordinance on Plant
Protection and Quarantine in February 1993, followed by Decree 92/CP in 1994 which
provided regulations on pesticide management.
According to government representatives, these regulations are updated on an on-
going basis and have had a widespread impact on effective plant protection, the
environment and community health. However, no common national program on
pesticide risk reduction has been developed, and in some cases different institutions issue
conflicting regulations. For example, definitions, formulations and types of pesticides are
specified in the 1993 Decree, but import/export tariffs introduced by the Ministry of
Finance a few years later instituted new and ambiguous definitions for pesticides.
There have been some successes as well as failures in the federal regulation of
pesticides in Vietnam. Successes include the fact that during the 1990s, the number of
pesticides banned by the government has continuously increased, showing a continued
commitment by the state to reducing the use of the most noxious chemicals. The quantity
of restricted pesticides imported (such as carbofuran, endosulfan, methamidophos,
monocrotophos, methyl parathion, phosphamidon) was reduced between 1991 and 1998.
The number of cases of consumer food poisoning due to residues of methamidophos in
vegetables has been reduced sharply since its ban ("Vietnam promotes" 2001).
The problem with pesticides is not only on the consumption end, however. A
survey of Hanoi's peri-urban farming villages shows that farm workers are greatly
affected by the agricultural chemicals they use ("Pesticides" 2001). In Tay Tuu
Commune, in Ha Noi's outlying district of Tu Liem, and Mai Dinh hamlet in Soc Son
District, the number of people showing traces of poisoning from farm chemicals is no
less than 98 per cent. The same survey found that farming chemicals were a key
contributor to the 100,000 cancer patients checking into Ha Noi's "K" Cancer Treatment
Hospital every year. The survey also found that most rural households use pesticides and
fertilizers without reading, or even having access to, any instructions. It found that less
than 20 per cent of farmers know about the harmful side effects of the herbicides and
pesticides, and how to use them properly. About 70 per cent of people were making up
and using herbicides and pesticides without any guidance or instruction. Farmers report a
wide range of health problems especially during or immediately after the application.
However, they report not knowing the exact environmental or health effects of the
chemicals they are using (Van den Bosch et al. 2006: 33).
A survey conducted in Dong Anh, one of Hanoi's major vegetable production
areas, found that 80-90% of farmers bought their pesticides in the village pesticide shop
(Van den Bosch et al. 2006: 30). The survey found that 112 different formulations of
pesticides were found in use and that 20% of pesticide packages in use in the field were
missing labels that denoted the active ingredients - meaning that farmers depended on the
pesticide trader for this information (Van den Bosch et al. 2006: 7).
While the study's authors recommend that the manufacturers provide clearer
information, it is also safe to assume that some of these pesticides are smuggled in and
purchased illegally which is why they have no clear indications on their packaging.
Currently, Vietnam's demand for pesticides exceeds its ability to produce its own and is
growing quickly each year. According to one source, the sales volume of Vietnam's
international market share of pesticides is increasing by 50,000 tons every year.' 3
"3 http://eng.2xnv.aov.cn/2006/0227/221634-1 
.html
Vietnam imports somewhere between 30 and 34% of its pesticides from China out of the
total of U.S. $150 million dollars a year it spends on pesticides. 14 While estimates of the
amount of pesticides smuggled into Vietnam from across the Chinese border are elusive,
one source estimates the volume of pesticides smuggled across this border to be 30% that
of the volume of legally imported pesticides.1 5 The market for illegal pesticides is high
because the price of illegal pesticides is "much cheaper" than that of pesticides produced
in Vietnam (Pham and Nguyen 2005: 2). A World Bank report stated that as of 1998
illegal pesticides- including DDT- were also being manufactured and illegally imported
into Vietnam from other countries such as Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, and India (Buxton
2001: 5).
One of the major problems in farming communities is the lack of government
extension or other information sources about how to properly store and apply chemicals,
as well as what their affects are on human health and the environment (Nguyen et al.
2004, Van den Bosch et al. 2006). This is a major effect of de-regulating both trade and
the farm economy so quickly that farmers have suddenly gained access to a wide new
range of chemicals with which they have no prior experience, knowledge, or training.
The government has not had time to create pesticide proper extension programs or even
to create lists of what these substances are, although these kinds of projects are currently
underway. As a result, farmers have primarily relied upon their own experience and that
of their neighbors, as well as information supplied to them by pesticide traders in the
village (Van den Bosch et al. 2006).
"Safe Vegetables": government effbrts to reduce pesticides in vegetables
By the mid-1990s, as a result of the dramatic rise in farmers' use of agricultural
input and of food poisoning incidents from agricultural chemicals, the Vietnamese
government scrambled to form some regulatory system to protect consumers. In 1995,
(Accessed 27 March 2007).
'4 Ibid., and http://www.pharm-chem.com/news-9/fair-boosts-china's-chemical-industry.html
(Accessed 27 March 2007).
15 http://www.nihs.go.ip/GINC/meeting/7th/7profile/vietnam.pdf
(Accessed 8 April 2007).
the concerned government began, through its Department of Science, Technology, and
Environment, trials for the production of vegetables with limited amounts of agricultural
chemicals and industrial pollutants. These became most commonly known as "Safe
Vegetables" [rau an tomn or rau sach]. These are vegetables grown according to defined
norms for residue of: pesticides, nitrates, major heavy metals, and bacterial pathogens, as
defined in quantity and quality by the World Health Organization (WHO) and Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO) (SRV Decision No. 67-1998/QD-BNN-KHCN 28 April
1998 in Engels 2005: Appendix).
The government at the provincial and district levels has been working with local
farmers through extension programs and the media to train them in using Integrative Pest
Management practices (IPM) in order to qualify for certification as "Safe Vegetable"
producers. Under the New Cooperative Law of 1997, which declared that all agricultural
cooperatives under the old system must be dissolved or transformed into free-market
enterprises, a number of farmers in peri-urban areas that had prior specialization in
vegetable production (such as in Dong Anh, Gia Lam, Tu Liem, Thanh Tri, and Soc Son
districts) have established cooperatives specifically designed for marketing "Safe
Vegetables" (Engels 2005: 23-24).
In April 1998, the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development issued
temporary regulations on the production of "Safe Vegetables". However, there is a major
tension between the good intentions of the "Safe Vegetable" law and the realities created
by other state activities of industrial development and infrastructure-building. The
provisions in the "Safe Vegetable" regulations make it difficult for farmers to meet the
standards, regardless of their accuracy in using IPM methods for farming. This is because
chemicals applied by farmers are only one part of the pollution problem in Hanoi's peri-
urban lands.
Another major source of pollution in Hanoi's agricultural areas has been the
major state-sponsored infrastructure and industry projects that have expanded urban
Hanoi into the surrounding countryside in the form of new roads, bridges, industrial
zones and other "urban mega-projects" (Van den Berg et al. 2003: 45). The pollution not
only runs from the countryside into the city in the form of polluted vegetables, but also
from the city into the country in the form of polluting industries. A number of research
projects show that the post- d6i mri boom that has caused housing, industry, and
infrastructure development to encroach on Hanoi's peri-urban lands has significantly
polluted many farmlands. This has made it difficult for farmers in these areas to abide by
"Safe Vegetable" legislation that says land and water sources used to produce "Safe
Vegetables" must be free from "noxious chemicals" as well as from "direct adverse
affects of industrial wastes, transportation activities, residential areas, hospitals, and
cemeteries." Further, the laws forbid "the use waste water being directly discharged from
town industrial, hospitals, residential areas, stagnant ponds, and ditches" (Engels 2005:
Appendix p. 33-34).
One example of a case in which farmers are fighting forces larger than themselves
is in Thanh Tri, Hanoi's largest vegetable producing district and a major production area
for "Safe Vegetables." Thanh Tri has also been described as "the navel of pollution-
driven elements: to which wastewater from Hanoi enters via three rivers" (Hoi Pham Van
in Van den Berg et al. 2003: 44). Thanh Tri lies immediately downstream of the major
developing areas of Hanoi. The wastewater carried into Thanh Tri district is so bad that it
creates a foul smell in the area. In 2002, local newspapers reported fish and vegetables
dying as the result of contaminated effluents from a nearby fertilizer factory (Vietnam
News 7-15 September 2002 in Van den Berg et al. 2003: 48).
The Thach Ban ward of Hanoi's Gia Lam district is another example of a
formerly agricultural area where farmers are struggling to maintain production in difficult
circumstances. Thach Ban ward has been subject to so many successive industrial zoning
projects, that it is now almost an urban area itself (Vu 2005). Beginning, ironically, with
the building of Hanoi Agricultural University in 1956, the agricultural lands of Thach
Ban have been cut away in sizeable chunks by the building of a successive series of
industrial zones.
By 2004, Thach Ban commune was officially re-classified as Thach Ban "ward,"
a designation used for urban areas. Along with this new designation, a 32-hectare area
was used to begin building a new urban area or town in Thach Ban (Vu 2005: 10).
Researchers estimate that in the next five years, the entire area will be filled up with new
roads, factories, and buildings, leaving only 1% of land left to agriculture. (Vu 2005: 7).
The pace of change and the fact that other aspects of infrastructure have not yet been put
in place have created a place without good roads, a traffic system, and fresh water, or a
proper waste disposal system.
Despite these developments in Thach Ban, the remaining farmers in the area
specialize in growing vegetables according to IPM techniques in order to market them as
"Safe Vegetables." Every month, Thach Ban farmers sell hundreds of tons of these "Safe
Vegetables" to agents in the city (Vu 2005: 12). Farmers in Thach Ban are affected by
pollution from multiple sources including the nearby factories in the industrial zones,
poor sewage due to many families' practice of filling waterways to create land to sell, and
lack of public space that leaves residents without appropriate areas to move garbage or
bury the dead. Farmers have complained about industrial discharge from nearby
industrial zones Sai Dong A and Sai Dong B. They have observed "black sticky water"
being discharged from the factories and flowing through local irrigation systems into
their paddy fields. Local residents believe that this water has killed their rice, fish, ducks,
and caused skin itches for people working in their fields. At one point, a rumor circulated
that when government inspectors came to respond to these complaints, the factories had
temporarily ceased discharge of the materials because they had been forewarned of the
inspection (Vu 2005: 14).
D6i mdri and the state's ability to regulate environmental issues
Since 1989, state control over industrial activities has changed significantly as a
result of its shift in focus from the Soviet model of surplus accumulation to profit-making
in the free market economy. As a result the Vietnamese government has significantly
changed its regulatory structure over agricultural production and rural industry. The roles
of the government Ministries have been re-organized as well as the delegation of
responsibility over production activities. In many aspects, the state now has less control
over decisions about new industry (Sikor and O'Rourke 1996).
Before d6i m6i, government bodies made all decisions about large-scale industrial
and agricultural activities. Products and quantities of goods were determined by various
industrial ministries and were approved by the Ministry of Finance. Hanoi was the
control center for the largest proportion of these activities, mainly heavy industry (Tran
Hoang Kim 1994). In the north of Vietnam, agricultural production under the collective
system in the 1970s and 1980s was similarly organized. For example, while farmers had
some autonomy in terms of managing their farms, the distribution of inputs such as
fertilizers and pesticides was centralized (Pingali and Vo 1992: 707).
Dbi m6i policies have changed the governmental infrastructure in ways that have
reduced the state's ability to regulate contaminants from industrial and agricultural
activity in rural areas- at both the national and local levels. In general, control over
production decisions has been moving from under the umbrella of the state and
cooperatives to the private sector (Sikor and O'Rourke 1996). Free-market policies such
as Decree 64 of 1993 have contributed to the weakening of both state and farming
communities' abilities to regulate industry or pollution in rural areas surrounding Hanoi.
Through these policies, local governments have lost direct control over production
decisions as well as some of the financial resources from the state government that
supported them when communities were organized as cooperatives. This has contributed
to the increased fragmentation and differentiation of rural livelihood and resource use, as
well as to a decrease in the ability of rural households to make production decisions or
decisions about their landscapes in a coordinated way (Sikor and O'Rourke 1996).
The national government has established an institutional structure for
environmental protection that is designed to operate at three different levels, known as
the Environmental Protection Law (EPL). However, no substantial infrastructural
framework exists with the capacity to enforce the guidelines set forth in the EPL. For
example, the EPL requires that all industrial enterprises new and old, complete
environmental impact assessments. However, the government does not have trained
personnel to evaluate these impact assessments, nor does it have a timeline for
compliance or decisions on how to respond to them. It has provisions for fining industrial
polluters, but no explanation for how the fines will be enforced or determined. Federal
legislation prohibits the "importation of technology and equipment not meeting
environmental standards," but has no system in place for checking the imported
equipment (Sikor and O'Rourke 1996: 607). In other words, this national system for
monitoring the behavior of new industries in their respective locations and ventures is a
"self-monitoring" system, creating a lawless game of "he said, she said" between
industries and the predominantly rural communities where these industries operate.
Sikor and O'Rourke argue that the long-standing political rhetoric and culture of
self-sufficiency among the masses has created a strong public complaint system in local
communities that has shown the potential for local autonomy in informally creating and
enforcing informal environmental regulation in the absence of strong state control (Sikor
and O'Rourke 1996). However, without the help of the government local efforts have not
been powerful enough to compete with industries that routinely disobey environmental
laws.
All of these changes in Hanoi's agricultural supply system have led to increased
concerns among consumers in urban Hanoi about the quality and safety of their food.
Newly perceived risks have in turn, created less visible but equally significant changes in
the configurations of local markets in Hanoi. In the rest of the chapter, I turn from a
production-oriented perspective to a consumption-oriented one to argue that although
Hanoi's traditional market system may look similar in many ways to the pre- d6i m6i era,
some of its basic elements have become infused with the problems of the post- d6i m6i
agricultural system.
Re-working traditional market institutions in Hanoi
The notion that some markets are traditional and others are modern held by
different actors in Hanoi's market system. In this chapter, I attempt to break down these
categories by showing that regardless of whether their forms are inherited from sources
dating to farther back in Vietnams' history or are new introductions to its political
economy, all existing market forms are "modern" in that they fill contemporary needs
and have been shaped by "modern" forces (Dunn 1999). In addition, this variety of
different market forms exists complimentarily with each other not as an evolutionary
series of markets that are increasingly superior to each other. We will see in the following
chapter, how two of the most traditional features of Vietnamese markets: the reliance on
personal networks of trust in markets and the extensive system of informal street sellers
in Hanoi, are market forms that long pre-date the d6i mri transformation of the late
1980s, but have in fact become critical sites of ambivalence about the new economy and
have been deeply shaped by its changes.
This chapter contributes to the recent body of anthropological work that has
focused on the "small transformations" of daily life and the micro experience of post-
socialist transition (R6na-Tas 1997, Burawoy and Verdery 1999). By focusing on
peoples' behavior and attitudes, a number of ethnographers have attempted to elicit how
local individuals and communities experience market transition in the fabric of their lives
and livelihoods (Sneath 2004, Alexander 2004, Verdery 2003 and 2004, Humphrey 1999,
Dunn 1999). These studies have been particularly successful in highlighting not only new
ideas and institutions but also how old ones have been carried through the transition from
the socialist era and acquire new meanings in the process.
The premise of this chapter follows from anthropologist Elizabeth Dunn's
argument that socialism, native custom, and capitalism (all in quotes) are not whole, self-
contained systems or unambiguous sets of rules. Dunn argues that the present contains
elements of both the past and the present, as "fragments of the socialist experience are
brought forward and inserted into a new context." Furthermore, the past becomes so
significantly changed by its location in the present that it becomes an integral part of it
(Dunn 1999: 146). Therefore, the notion of a struggle between socialism and capitalism
or tradition and modernity is based on a false separation of elements that are really much
more intertwined than they are distinct from each other. As Dunn argues,
"Negotiations are carried on by people with varying material and historical and
cultural resources who have multiple forms of ideology and practice on which to draw.
Varying experiences not only of socialism and socialist practice but also of historical
traditions, religions, and ideologies of democracy and market economy are all available"
(Dunn 1999: 146).
Here, I concentrate on the micro-interactions between buyers and sellers in
Hanoi's traditional markets to elicit the fact that although many of the forms of these
markets resemble forms from earlier historical periods (i.e. women in conical hats, piles
of fresh fruits and vegetables, lively bargaining, and personal relationships between
buyers and sellers), they actually exist and operate in ways that are deeply connected to
the post- d6i m6ri free market world.
Remnants of the old market city
As long as Hanoi (formerly the imperial capital of Thang Long) has existed on the
banks of the Red River, it has had a reputation as a port city with thriving commercial
trade. So much so, in fact, that by the end of the 17th century, in the Tran dynasty, its
popular name was Ke Chou ["the market area" or "people of the market"] (Papin 2001:
161). Historian Phillipe Papin describes the scene in Hanoi in the 1600s and 1700s, "The
foreign visitors coming to Thing Long in the 17th and 18 th centuries spoke of being
impressed by the commercial city and the incessant movement of the crowd around the
markets" (Papin 2001: 171). Contemporary observer Samuel Baron described the vibrant
markets that made Hanoi stand out among the great cities of Asia,
"She can ... be compared to many cities of Asia and she is
superior to most for the number of the population, particularly on the first
and the 15 th days of the [lunar calendar] which are the days of the market
or the grand bazaar, when the people of the neighboring villages flow into
there with their merchandise in incredible numbers. Many streets,
nevertheless large and spacious are still so encumbered that one can one
can happily estimate to be able to sometimes advance to cross the crowd
one hundred steps in a half an hour. All of the diverse objects that are sold
in this city each have a special street assigned and these streets are still
divided between one, two, or several villages whose residents have the
sole privilege of having a boutique there, all done in the way of the diverse
companies or corporations in the cities of Europe"
(Baron in Papin 2001: 171).
In the 18th century, there were eight main markets including the Market of
Grapefruit [chor buwrdi], Market of the Coconut [choa dira], and the Market of West that had
existed for centuries at Hanoi's western port. There were also countless itinerant and
specialized markets such as the market of rice, the market of fish, and even a market of
the frogs. Not far from the city's commercial heart, lay the market of the eastern port,
also called the "Market of the White Horse" because of its proximity to the temple of the
same name. Situated at the confluence of the To-Lich and Red Rivers, this market was
classified by contemporary observers of this period among the "eight remarkable
landscapes" of the city. According to Pham Dinh Ho (1768-1839), this market was
reputed for its thieves, "always lying in wait for a windfall, they don't hesitate to cram
their hands into the pockets of passersby and ... voluntarily spread the disorder in order,
in the confusion, of taking off the clothes and the merchandise," (Papin 2001: 172).
Visitors to Hanoi today will see that Hanoi carries on its reputation as a market
city, with a bustle of commerce that occurs in shop fronts, new malls, homes, and
especially throughout its streets. Some basic historical forms still exist. For example, the
Old Quarter of Hanoi - known for its thirty-six streets that are named for the type of
commodity traded there in colonial times - still flourishes with both commercial and now
a tourist trade. The streets in the Old Quarter still bear many of the original names
(bamboo street, fish sauce street etc.), despite the fact that many of the original goods are
no longer sold on those particular streets. (Some do remain - for example, Hang Dubng
[Sugar Street] is now occupied not by raw sugar vendors but by vendors of sweetmeats
such as candied fruit and sweet mung bean candies.)
Most shops and markets in Hanoi are still organized according to the original
principle of clustering vendors of the same item in the same area or street (Gia et al.
2004: 13). For example, especially in the Old Quarter, shops selling tools and hardware
line one end of a particular street while further down on the same street several shops sell
only musical instruments. Many of the state-run wet markets in Hanoi today, like Hom
and Mo markets, are also organized according to this 'peasant market' principle of
grouping vendors of the same commodity together (Geertz 1978: 30-31, Alexander and
Alexander 1987: 46, Alexander and Alexander 1991: 496). A variety of goods are
offered, ranging from fresh vegetables, fruits, meats, fish, and forest products to
industrially produced goods such as cooking implements, sauces, plastic sandals, and
clothing.
The prevalence of these aesthetic features of Hanoi's markets, and the fact that it
is hard to walk ten feet in Hanoi without encountering some form of "market", make it
look like Hanoi's market system has changed very little throughout time. Interviews with
sellers in these markets and my own observations reveal both the physical spaces of
markets and the social relations in the markets to be constantly evolving.
The importance of personal relationships in the market
Both academic writing and local Vietnamese often make a strong association
between the existence of personal relationships in market trading relationships, tradition,
and country or rural areas. Such views privilege the rural market as a "time capsule" of
history and tradition without allowing for the fact that heightened personal relationships
also serve a purpose in the contemporary market economy. One sees this through
statements such as "In many non-industrialized societies markets are arguably central in
the understanding of the social system as a whole" (Gell 1982: 472), and "Markets are
most sociologically salient in areas which are 'backwaters,"' (Gell 1982: 473). This
attitude is also reflected in present-day Vietnam, where, after giving a talk on my work in
Hanoi's urban markets, one young sociologist said to me, "Your research is in the central
area [of Hanoi]. I go to xanh [green] market in the 'outside' [peripheral area], and they
aren't well managed. Sellers don't have to reserve a position in the market. Sometimes I
go to markets in the country. Your explanation of buyers and sellers in the central
markets doesn't show the 'cultural theafer' very clearly. You should go to country
markets to see this. When you study the habits and way people behave traditionally, you
should study far from the city. Buyers and sellers in central markets behave more in
economic terms than people in the city," implying that their interactions were less
personal and therefore less interesting (personal communication, Hanoi, 9 June 2005).
While it is tempting to argue personal relations are a more natural feature of
country style markets because they are often more dramatically enacted in these settings, I
have found that people rely equally heavily on personal relations and networks in even the
most "commercialized" city markets where I conducted my research. Buying through
personal relationships are not simply relics of a more traditional or peasant society,
despite the fact that personal relationships have been seen as defining features of peasant
or bazaar economies in contrast to industrial ones. In fact some theorists have suggested
that the opposite is true - that personal relationships of trust between buyer and seller are
becoming more important as Vietnamese society undergoes modernization.
While personalized relations between buyer and seller are also features of other
peasant societies and of former market traditions in Vietnam, these too may be taking on
new meanings in a new society. This exemplifies Burawoy and Verdery's argument that
what may appear as 'restorations' of patterns familiar from socialism (or even earlier
systems) are something very different. They are in fact "direct responses" to the new
market initiatives, and are produced by them, "rather than remnants of an older mentality.
In other words, we find that what looks familiar has causes that are fairly novel"
(Burawoy and Verdery 1999: 1-2).
The importance of social networks and personal ties in economies has been
emphasized most in peasant markets, informal markets, and socialist economies (Mintz
1964; Davis 1973). Certain scholars, however, have pointed out that this feature is as
much a characteristic of capitalist economies (Hart 2005, Alexander and Alexander 1991,
Blim 2000). O'Riain argues that in transitioning economies, new actors and institutional
arrangements are being formed in ways that blur the boundaries between public and
private and "are deeply embedded in associational networks." At this particular point in
history, states - especially those transitioning from state-led economies to capitalist ones-
"find themselves trying to respond to pressures from local societies and global markets
simultaneously without the breathing room previously offered by controls on
transnational trade, finance, and production" (O'Riain 2000: 1988). O'Riain's argument
that "society" will have to provide the solution to the problems of market transition,
reflects my observations that people have sought inherently "social" networks based on
personalized market transactions in order to establish informal regulation and trust in
quality in a system they perceive to be lacking these features.
Beck argues that in modern society, characterized by open markets and increasing
connections between people, places, and things, the power to control things is
increasingly out of the hands of national institutions (Hardt and Negri 2000, Castells
2000, Beck 1999, Martello and Jasanoff 2004: 4). He argues that it is within traditional
social orders as opposed to modern ones, where relationships between people and their
natural environments were determined by "standardized rules of behavior and economy"
and that it is members of modem societies are left without functional systems to fulfill
their expectations for protection and governance, "lurking at the bottom, however, is the
knowledge of their instability and endangerment, which grows with the reflexive
dynamism of modernity" (Beck 1999: 115).
Here, Beck turns typical conjunction of modernity/rationality versus
tradition/disorder upside down to argue that modernity actually means the increase of
disorder and lack of control (Beck 1999). Giddens, by contrast, argues that one of the
conditions of modern society is trust in abstract systems of knowledge and experts. I
argue that these are both strategies that consumers in Hanoi use simultaneously or
alternatively, which I elaborate more in chapter five.' 6 In this chapter, however, I focus
on Beck's notion that the new risks of modernization have led consumers to privilege
personalized relationships of trust in market relations.
Beck's argument that modern societies, not traditional ones, operate according to
instability both supports and surpasses earlier anthropological writing about peasant
markets that attribute personalized market relations to irregular conditions of supply and
variable quality of commodities (Cassady 1974, Alexander and Alexander 1987, Mintz
1964, Davis 1973). While personalized relations in Hanoi markets are based on
irregularities and uncertainties, the sources of instability are not a timeless feature of
bygone days but rather a direct product of changes in the new market economy. Hanoi's
vegetable supply chain is an example. On one hand, the fact that vegetable quality is
unregulated and uncoordinated is often explained as a vestige of the inherent
"' In Postcolonial Developments, Akhil Gupta shows how peasant farmers' knowledge and
strategies of humoral agronomy are made up of hybridized and multiple genealogical discourses
of agriculture. Gupta's project as well is to destabilize binaries of modernity/traditionality based
on binary notions of knowledge forms, "Alipus's farmers neither fit the mold of indigenous
people who have been uncontaminated by modernity nor that of progressive farmers on the brink
of entering the takeoff stage of capitalist development. As such, they render ambivalent
narratives of progress and modernity embedded in postcolonial discourses of development ..
.Practices of farming were explained in terms of the relationship between humoral understandings
of agronomy, local politics, development projects and programs, and the politics of household
and caste" (Gupta 1998: 157). He further points out that "agricultural understandings and
practices are composed of disjunctive and incommensurably hybrid discourses ... which I trace
to the particular condition of postcolonial modernity" and second, that "discourses of agriculture
are not a closed field of meaning and action, but are profoundly shaped by the politics of caste,
class, and gender differentiation" (Gupta 1998: 159-160).
disorganization of traditional markets. By this framing, the fact that traders rely almost
entirely upon relations of trust within these chains (rather than upon external regulation)
is explained as a natural characteristic of this traditional organization. When viewed from
another angle, that these personalized relations are responses to a rapid proliferation in
goods and middlemen in a lengthening food chain (as is the case for vegetables), the
reliance upon personal relationships of trust can be understood as responses to the lack of
external regulation amidst these new developments.
A team of agricultural economists recently described Hanoi's vegetable retailing
system as a "mix of the traditional marketing system and a modern system," with wet
markets and street sales representing the traditional system and supermarkets representing
the new modern system (Van Wijk et al. 2005: 4). The traditional system, still represents
"most important marketing channel for Hanoi is the sale of vegetables by producers,
collectors or other wholesalers from outside of Hanoi, to wholesale markets in Hanoi,
after which retailers sell the vegetables to consumers" (Van Wijk et al. 2005: 4) Most of
these retailers then sell their produce to consumers at wet markets, on the street, or home-
to-home. Another more direct channel is the sale of produce by farmers directly to
consumers.
Ordinary vegetables, or those sold "without indication of quality," constitute more
than 95% of vegetables sold in Hanoi wholesale and retail markets. Despite "the strong
political willingness to deal with this problem," the standards and quality control for
these ordinary vegetables are nearly non-existent (Moustier et al. 2006d: 5). Open auction
wholesaling does not exist in vegetable marketing here. Instead, one person from each
vegetable-growing family - usually a woman - is usually designated to bring market
vegetables to the nearby city or town market, which is called a "wholesale market" only
because vegetables were sold in relatively large quantities (Gia et al. 2004: 24).
Figuie and Moustier conclude that the interactions between actors (farmers,
collectors, retailers) at different nodes on the vegetable chain can be characterized as a
combination of "occasional, on-the-spot relationships" with "regular relationships based
on long-term knowledge and residence in the same villages in the case of farmers and
collectors" (Moustier et al. 2006d: 5). Vendors in Hom market describe the means
through which they obtain their vegetables in similar terms. Even regular relationships in
these cases do not involve any commitment in terms of priority sales, volume, price, or
quality (Moustier et al. 2006d: 6). It would be useful to examine these behaviors as
possible ways of remaining flexible to fluctuations in supply and of ensuring quality in
the absence of external regulation instead of as inherent characteristics of a more
primitive distribution system.
The goods bought from trusted vendors
"Previous forms of trust were much more deeply involved with
more traditional forms of commitment and morality, such as kinship
obligations. Trust involves a more directly future-oriented relationship
with whomever or whatever you are trusting ... Trust has to be mutual to
be effective, and it offers security in the face of future contingencies ... to
be effective, trust is always reciprocal- it never rests on blind faith"
(Giddens and Pierson 1998: 108-109).
The notion that trust in unseen experts or institutions is simply blind faith, and as
such is insufficient grounds for trusting quality, explains why a consumer in Hanoi would
buy government certified "Safe vegetables" as well as non-certified vegetables from
trusted vendors and place equal faith in their safety. C6 Yen's strategy for buying
vegetables shows how in the traditional market system, the reciprocal trust of personal
market relationships rules over other abstracted forms of trust. When I first meet C6 Yen,
she is doing her daily grocery shopping in Hom market. I have stopped her in the hallway
and asked her what the biggest change she has seen in Hanoi markets in recent years. She
answers that the biggest change that she has seen in people is the demand for safe' 7
vegetables. "People are now worried about safe vegetables. They are afraid of
pesticides," she says. She tells me that at first, she shopped at the regular stands. Then she
switched to shopping at the "Safe Vegetable stand because "I did not know anyone."
"Now," she tells me, she has decided that the 'best way" for her to buy safe vegetables "is
to build relationships with the sellers that I know at normal stands because when you
" It is unclear here if she means certified "Safe Vegetables" or simply vegetables that are safe,
since the words are the same. I leave the words un-capitalized and without quotation marks in her
speech for this reason.
know the seller very well, they can sell you something sach [clean] even if it is not a
[certified] rau sach stand." Now, she tells me, she goes to both regular vegetable stands
and to the certified 'safe vegetable' stand. By way of explanation, my friend, Thanh, adds
that "sometimes the seller doesn't care if they sell you something clean or not if they don't
know you" (personal interview, Hom market, 31 January 2005). Other buyers have also
emphasized to me the difference in the goods or service one can obtain from sellers with
whom one has personal relationships and from strangers.
The Vietnamese place great importance in personal relationships to secure an
"honest" vendor. This runs in seeming contradiction to many Hanoi consumers
understanding that all sellers cheat. One sees however that these two notions are
reconciled in the idea that forming a relationship with a vendor renders them trustworthy
while vendors who don't know you will most likely cheat you. Pettus describes her Hanoi
fabric vendors passing off cheap Chinese fabric as expensive Japanese fabric. One of
them tells her " If you were not my friend, sister [chi] Ly, I would sell you Chinese cloth
and tell you that it was Japanese. That is the market custom in Vietnam" (Pettus 2003:
203). Pettus observes here that while in formal interviews with Hanoi vendors, they
declare "'honesty' and 'trustworthiness' to be the essential traits of 'authentic' bu6n bdn
women [traders]," their behavior in the markets is often anything but that (Pettus 2003:
203). While buyers exhibit trust and often display genuine affection for their regular
vendors, their view of ambulatory street vendors reflects the belief that "all vendors
cheat." This is because most of the time people do not have regular buying relationships
with street vendors in the same way they do with fixed vendors.
Goods and services provided through personalized market relationships
Having good relationships with sellers is equivalent to being able to buy with ease
and with benefits such as credit or other services. For example, there are people like the
old restaurant owner who lives cattycorner to Hom market. She comes in and out of the
market, shopping up to five times a day every.day (personal communication, Hom
market, 27 January 2005). When I ask her how many people she buys from regularly at
Hom market, she tells me, "I know everyone. I've been shopping there since 1955 so I
know everyone in there. I'm one of the oldest people in the neighborhood," she tells me.
To emphasize her level of familiarity and trust with the local vendors, she brags, "Even
when I don't have money, I can still buy in Hom market" (personal interview, Hanoi, 24
February 2005). This is a market world built around the privileges of personal
relationships for better and worse. Consumers who come to the market regularly and
build relationships with sellers are rewarded with a number of services not found in
"modern" convenience stores, but people on the fringe of this system are disadvantaged.
Vendors regularly sell on a sliding scale or on credit to their regular customers,
recording daily debts in notebooks or by simply letting a customer take an item and
knowing they will pay later.
No.7 - 3h37
Buyer: "I would like some lemongrass."
Seller: "Can you take some by yourself? I am still busy."
The buyer rushes into the stand and picks 2 bunches of lemongrass and goes to
the opposite seafood stand, without paying for the lemongrasses.
The buyer is at around 20, female, and seems to be regular customer.
(Nguyen Duc Hoan, Hom market, 2 April 2005).
Buyer 9: "How much are the grapes?"
Seller: "70.000"
Buyer 9: "Why didn't anyone help her when she was bullied?" (A seller
threatened a crazy old woman because she sat in the seller's place, other people
say something but do nothing. The buyer gives the old woman some money).
Seller: "Do you want this bunch?"
Buyer 9: "That's too big. I don't have enough money."
Seller: "You can pay whenever you have money."
Buyer 9: "Can't you reduce 5.000 dong? Tomorrow I will have gone to Da Nang.
Do you have any other smaller bunch? Can I buy half?"
Seller: "No."
Buyer 9: "What are these grapes called?"
Seller: "American grapes."
(Ho Kim Uyen Hom market 1 April 2005)
Hart supports the understanding of credit as a result of and indicator of trusting
relationships between buyer and seller. "Credit, wherever it occurs (and it is
indispensable to the functioning of markets everywhere), introduces a bias toward greater
cooperation between buyer and seller, and reduced competition between sellers" (Hart
2001: 202). Buying on credit is more of a rule than the exception in Hanoi and provides a
basic service to consumers. As of 2004, one in four households in a Hanoi survey had
borrowed money to buy food the previous month (Moustier et al. 2006a: 11). Hart argues
that patterns of association [related to credit], are taken to be anomalous in economic
theory, but are actually "intrinsic" to the way markets work (Hart 2001: 202).
Aside from markets, sellers in markets that revolve around markets of
personalized relations can also help buyers in other ways. They can provide additional
service to their customers such as free delivery to homes or restaurants. Fruit and
vegetable vendors regularly deliver heavy boxes of produce to regular customers' homes,
restaurants, and ceremonies (Personal observations, Ho Kim Uyen, Mo and Hom
Markets, Spring 2005). Sellers may also give customers reduced prices or free food items
in return for buying large amounts or for buying regularly. In markets where bargaining
is not widely practiced, as is the case of some markets in Hanoi's traditional system,
sellers give away free foodstuffs to attract and reward regular customers instead of
lowering prices (Alexander and Alexander 1987, Gell 1982, Hart 1978).
In a Hanoi market, a woman with her child passes a fruit seller from whom she
buys regularly and asks to buy a small bunch of grapes for the child. Despite the fact that
grapes are an expensive fruit in Vietnam, the seller insists on giving them to the child for
free.
Buyer (a regular female customer, comes with a little daughter and a
house helper): "Say hello to her," she tells the child. To the vendor she
says, "Sell me 1 small bunch of grapes for her."
Seller: "I'll give her free of charge," handing the grapes to the child.
Buyer: "Sell me 1 pomelo. The one I bought the other day was delicious
but she didn't eat. She just eats these. Bi, let her wrap the grapes. Please
count the money for the grapes."
Seller 1: "No, she barely comes here."
Buyer: "If you don't count that money, how much profit can you make?"
(Ho Kim Uyen, Hom Market, 13 July 2005)
A vegetable seller adds a bunch of free green onions to a customer who needs
some more.
Case 31: Female, 45 years old, in thin pajama and sandals
B: "Give me [tao] a head of cabbage. How much?"
S: Gives the buyer the cabbage, saying: "1500 Dong"
B: pays and says: "Give me some more welsh onion"
S: Gives some welsh onion to the buyer but doesn't charge.
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 24 April 2005)
Buyers (and sellers) may also refer to prior purchases with a seller to help
calculate a fair price for that particular day. Regular customers may use their previous
purchasing experience to claim the right to return produce that is not satisfactory.
Buyer 15: "How much are the mangosteens?"
Seller: "30.000 dong.'
Buyer 15: chooses the fruits and pays money, 'I give you 70.000, give me back
30.000 dong. Are the grapes good? If they are bitter, I will give them back to you.
Because we are like sisters, I have to tell you beforehand. Are the small ones
good? Run and take 5 good ones for me."
Seller: "Do you want the small or the big ones?"
Buyer 15: "If they are bitter like before I won't buy any."
(Ho Kim Uyen Hom market 1 April 2005).
Below, a customer claims that the durian fruit she bought from her seller was
inedible, citing the inability of various family members to eat it. Aside from it being
inedible, it is also implied that the buyer was disgraced in bringing the sour fruit home.
She tells this story to claim a lower price for the fruit she is buying today. One can see
how she calls on her regular patronage as leverage to lower the price. The end result is
that she receives a tiny discount (39,000 as opposed to 40,000) and still buys from the
regular seller.
Seller: "The durians are very delicious."
Buyer 10: "Why do you sell to me at so high price, while I buy goods from you
every week. They are not really ripe. Give me the yellow one, which cracks a
little bit. Which one is better? Let me see which one is better. I taste some seeds
from each."
Seller: "If you can't eat the whole big one, put it in the fridge and eat later."
Buyer 10: "How can I eat all alone?"
Seller: "You should buy this. Don't take many seeds out soon otherwise they will
be sour. 2.8 kilo."
Seller: "They are ripen on the tree."
Buyer 10: "What is 2.8 kilos? Weigh it carefully."
Seller: "That's alright, they weigh more than 2.8 kilos."
Buyer 10: "30.000 dong?"
Seller: "39.000 dong, no less."
Buyer 10: "35.000 dong?"
Seller: "Eating durians is eating money"
Buyer 10: "That day I ate a 3.9 kilo fruit that was sour, you have to reduce some
money for me today [to make up for the last time] ... there aren't many sections
in this durian."
Seller: "They are so delicious but they have few sections."
Buyer 10: "Where is it from?"
Seller: "Product of Vietnam, named 'Thai durian."'
Seller: "There are 4 kilos in 3 boxes."
Buyer 10: "My husband didn't know how to eat it [khong bidt an]. That day he
hated the fruit and right after eating it he cursed at it. I buy from you regularly
but you sell expensive [em mua chi quen mat bdn dtt]. Where is it? There it is. 2.8
kilos."
Seller: "3 kilos, 120.000 dong minus 200 grams, that is 112.000 dong."
Buyer 10: "Lucky that day I didn't put it into the ground cereals [durian is usually
put into cereals for babies], lucky I tasted it first."
(Ho Kim Uyen Hom market 1 April 2005)
Class dimensions of personal market relationships
Having a relationship with a seller can also enable buyers to buy things in ways -
amounts or prices - that unfamiliar buyers are not privy to. As we will see at other points
in this book, this feature of personalized market worlds bleeds into subtle but visible class
alliances. We recorded some basic details of consumers' age and dress in market
transactions. Even these brief notes on appearance can contextualize the social dynamic
between buyer and seller in a loose way. For example, women in the working and lower
classes are much more likely to come to the market wearing floral patterned pajama suits
and plastic sandals. It is not common for middle-aged women of the poorer, rural classes
to dress in the urban chic garb of jeans, sunglasses, new tennis shoes, or feminine business
suits such as wealthier classes wear. This line appears more distinct with older women and
less distinct with younger women. With younger women, jeans and other types of dress
that are simultaneously thought of as modem or rich, are fairly common among both the
wealthy and the less wealthy. Children and poor adults ride bicycles, but adults with
money almost never do because bicycles are a symbol of poverty.
In the transcripts of market interactions, faint but distinct patterns emerge in the
way sellers treat certain kinds of customers. For example, I observe that men and the
young are often not privy to receiving special benefits by vendors. This seems to be
because sellers usually view these groups as infrequent buyers or those who do not know
the right prices. Also, vegetable sellers in both Hom and Mo markets are more likely to
give discounts and to sell smaller amounts to people who appear to be working class or
poor. They are also generally less willing to give discounts or sell small amounts to
shoppers who appear to have money. This practice may be a way of re-distributing wealth
and maintaining balance from the socialist market era in the newly dividing national
economy.
For example, a young woman comes to Van's vegetable stand and wants to buy a
half bunch of water spinach, but is refused. Though the girl is wearing the flowered garb
of the working class, she is young and seems not to be a familiar customer of Van's.
Case 12: female, 25 years old, wearing flower-patterned clothes. She comes and
asks.
Buyer: "Big sister, sell me half a bunch of water spinach."
Seller: "I don't sell half a bunch."
Buyer shakes her head and looks displeased, goes to a different store.
Seller continues selling.
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 4 June 2005)
On another day, an older woman about 45 years old, who appears to be a regular
customer also requests a half bunch of water spinach. Van expresses her unwillingness to
sell by the half-bunch, but concedes to the request by giving the buyer the half bunch for
free (she only charges for the three tamarinds). By giving away the water spinach, Van
maintains her policy of not selling half bunches and satisfies her regular customer.
'8 One sees this philosophy of differentiated prices for different wealth or social kinship levels in
the institutionalized practice of having separate prices for national Vietnamese, overseas
Vietnamese, and foreigners.
Case 38: Female, 45 years olds, in pajama and sandals
B: "Sell me half bunch of water spinach [rau muong]."
S: "It's hard to sell just half (giving half bunch of water spinach to the buyer)."
B: "How much? I'll also take 3 tamarinds."
S: "500 Dong."
B: (Hands 5000 Dong and says) "change please."
S: Takes 5000 Dong and gives 4500 Dong back.
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market 25 April 2005)
In a similar incident, a woman of about 30 years old approaches Van's stand in Mo
market, smiling, and asks for half a cabbage. Van sells her the half cabbage.
Case 19: Female, 30 years old, smiling and says
B: "Big sister, a half of this cabbage is how much?"
S: (puts it on the scale, takes it off and says) "1,000."
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo Market, Hanoi, 9 March 2005).
Another time, a woman of about 45 comes to Van's stand and also asks for a half
head of cabbage:
Buyer: "Sell me half of a head of Dalat cabbage."
Seller: "It's late in the afternoon. I don't sell half of it."
Buyer picks up a small and says: "Sell me this one."
Seller puts it on the scales and says: "1 kilo."
Buyer: "It's too big, it can't be eaten up. If you don't sell half, I am not
going to buy it".
Then she leaves to another stall.
(Personal observation, Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo Market, Hanoi, 3 June 2005)
The seller sometimes uses selling strategies that do not change the price per say,
but that allow her to make a slightly better sale in terms of quantity and price from
unfamiliar customers. For example, on one day, a woman of about 40 years old
approaches the stand on a bicycle. An adult riding a bicycle for transportation, as I
mentioned, usually signifies a person either from rural areas or a person without much
money. When she asks for a bunch of water spinach and asks the price, the seller says
"2,000 dong per bunch." A few minutes later, when two separate, slightly younger and
more fancily dressed buyers come to the stand and ask the price, the seller only offers
bunches for 3,000 dong. She is not charging them a higher unit price because we see later
that she has larger and smaller bunches which are 3,000 and 2,000 dong, respectively.
But she is judging customers based on their appearance and altering the information she
offers them about their options, hoping to sell the bigger bunches for more money for
people who are willing to accept what they are offered.
The differences in her phrasing are subtle. For example, to a 30 year old woman
in jeans, a t-shirt, and sunglasses, who asks how the water spinach are sold, the seller
simply answers, "3000 dong for a big bunch." She is telling her that this is a "big bunch"
but still makes no explicit reference to a smaller one. The next day, when a 40 year-old
woman comes and asks to buy a bunch of water spinach, the seller offers it more as a
choice, "do you want the big bunches?" she says (Nguyen Duc Chien, Hom market, 1
June 2005). These differences are small and peoples' subtly different phrasings may look
like hair-splitting, but based on the fact that this kind of thing happens multiple times in
the transcripts, there does appear to be meaning in the way sellers offer different things to
different people.
Sellers introduce buyers to new unfamiliar items
Finally, having a familiar relationship with sellers often eliminates the need for
consumers to ask many questions about-quality and safety. A vegetable seller in Mo
market confirms this in an interview. When she is asked if customers usually care about
quality and origin of vegetables, she answers, "they usually buy my vegetables. If they
are used to [quen] eating my vegetables, they should also rarely ask. Sometimes, there are
also strangers [khdch la] who come to buy and ask whether a vegetable is sprayed with
chemicals or not, if there's a guarantee or not, if they are clean or not, are the vegetables
fresh or stale" (personal interview, Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 13 March 2005).
Because of this, I argue that personal relationships with sellers have become increasingly
important in the new market economy as many new kinds of unfamiliar goods have
appeared in markets. Several consumers tell me how they were "introduced" to new kinds
of foods that have recently appeared in the market by their regular sellers. Because of the
personalization of the transaction in traditional market forms, sellers in these kinds of
markets have the opportunity to help the buyer in a number of ways not as easily
available (if at all) in "modern" retail outlets such as supermarkets.
In stalls where more familiar varieties of produce are sold, the buyer and seller
often share the same food vocabulary and also the same recipe vocabulary -because both
women are also shoppers and cooks for their own families. This enables buyers to ask for
certain items simply by naming a certain dish such as "tomato and onion to cook fish,"
and the seller will also know and can estimate how much (in terms of quantity) a buyer
wants. At Van's stand, for example, when buyers talk about the dishes they will make
with the foods they request, they do not ask the seller for advice on cooking etc. They tell
the seller what they are making so she knows what kind/how much to give them. They
speak a common language of recipes rather than the seller having to tell the buyer what
and how to prepare it.
Case 26: Female, 45 years old, coming with her 10-year-old daughter, looking at
the vegetables:
S: "What do you want?"
B: "Give me one bunch of balm-mint, dried turmeric rhizome to cook egg-plant."
[ria t6, bit ngh. nau ca' bung]
S: "I don't have dried turmeric rhizome"
B: "I'll buy elsewhere then. Give me two tamarinds. How much?"
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 25 April 2005)
Buyers often asked their sellers their advice on the produce, asking them how to
cook unfamiliar varieties or how to tell a ripe or good piece, such as when a buyer asks,
"sell me a ginger, which one is good?" The seller answers, "they are all the same. The
older/mature one is better," as she chooses and places the roots in a bag (Personal
observation, Nguyen Duc Chien, Hom Market, Hanoi, 30 May 2005). This important
aspect of the personal relationship in which sellers essentially help buyers navigate the
market is becoming increasingly important during this time when many formerly
unfamiliar varieties of things are entering markets.
Establishing relationships of trust with vendors
How people choose and develop trusting relationships with their regular vendors is
not always a "rational" choice, made by economic considerations alone (Alexander and
Alexander 1991: 500). In Hanoi, buyers describe and demonstrate several different
reasons for how they choose their vendors. Some buyers gravitate to certain sellers based
on class affiliations like described above, and others declare that they choose sellers solely
based on the visible quality of their food. Usually the people who profess this are the older
or more experienced buyers.19 For those who have the experience and know-how to
determine for themselves the quality of their vegetables, appearance is the root feature of
finding a good seller. This will be illustrated in chapter 3, in which several experienced
buyers describe their processes of choosing "fresh and good" vegetables. After vegetable
quality, the relationship with the seller seems next in importance, followed by price,
which is clearly not a priority. One experienced buyer, an elderly restaurant owner, even
describes this chain of priorities in finding quality:
MH: You said you know everyone in the market. I have a problem where now I
know a lot of sellers. If you know so many sellers, how do you decide whom to
buy what from, without one getting angry?
RO: If the vendors get angry or frustrated with me, I don't buy from them
anymore. I buy the best things.
MH: If several sellers have the best things, equally good, how do you know who
to buy from?
RO: Buy what looks the best.
MH: But what if they are equally good?
RO: Buy from the seller you have the closer relationship ... know more. Or, the
one who has the better price. Maybe one [item] is 1,000 dong, another is 800, buy
the cheaper one.
MH: If a seller stops selling, what do you do?
RO: Buy from next door. Everything has a price.
(personal interview, Hanoi, 24 February 2005)
- We see how with this buyer who trusts her perception and skill in identifying
good-quality produce, buying produce is class neutral. The buyers' statement that
"everything has a price," implies that all each kind of thing has a corresponding price and
that prices for like goods are the same. Yet buyers with out the confidence in their ability
'9 C6 Yen, personal interview, Hanoi, 24 February 2005; personal interviews, Hom market, 22
February 2005; personal interview, Hom market, 27 January 2005.
to know which goods are the same and which are not, choose vendors based on social
reasons. Often, experienced friends and family members introduce family members or
friends to their sellers. I remember when I went to eat for the first time at a house selling
sticky-rice, the first question the seller asked me was "Who introduced you here? [ai gio'i
thi^u ddy]?" I ask C6 Yen, another one of my experienced buyers, if she were teaching a
newcomer to Hanoi where to buy food and how to choose a good stand, and how to
choose a seller, what do she want to tell them? She answers, "I would have to take them
along to go to the market with me. I have to take them to my regular vendors - to the
trustworthy vendors - and take them there with me." (C6 Yen, personal interview, Hanoi,
24 February 2005). Again, here one sees through C6 Y6n's emphasis on bringing the
person rather than telling them, emphasizes the necessity of first-hand or personal contact
with the products and the sellers in learning how to judge and trust the quality of the
people and things.
Judging from the number of people who tell me that they come to find their regular
sellers in this way, these informal networks of introductions play a large role in
determining the regular vendors where people do most of their shopping. For example,
about a week before Tet, when the markets are filled with shoppers of all times making
preparations for the holidays, I meet a group of two boys and two girls who are carrying
shopping several large shopping bags filled with vegetables. They are all in their mid to
late 20s. I ask one of the young men if he has time to talk, but the area immediately in
front of the sellers' tables is crowded and tempers seem ready to flare. I am also intruding
on the very strong rule that one should only occupy space in front of a seller or shop if one
is a customer. The seller selling to this group snaps, "Get out of my sight!" So I go to wait
for the man who comes back to talk a few minutes later.
He comes back - without his bags or friends, who are still busy shopping in the
market. He tells me he comes to shop here every day. He is here today with his co-
workers to shop for ingredients to cook lau or hot pot. "Do you buy this many groceries
every day?" I ask him. "No," he replies, "only today because today is gan Tet, dn ldu,
vui" - they are only buying this much today to cook hot pot to have some fun because its
near Tet holiday. I ask him if he and his co-workers shop anywhere else besides the
market. "Usually just this market," he tells me. I ask if here at the market, he buys from
people he knows. "Yes," he does. And he says that he does buy from the same people
every time. "The first time you came here," I ask, "how did you decide whom to buy
from?" "I just follow my friends, they are the ones who decide who to buy from." He
says this several times during the interview, implying that he isn't really the one who
chooses things. But, he tells me, when he comes here different times, without his friends,
he still buys from the stands that he sees his friends buy from (personal interview, 2
February, Hanoi 2005).
In Hom market, I meet a 19 year-old house helper from Thanh Hoa province,
towards central Vietnam. She has only been in Hanoi for "a half a month," two weeks.
She tells me that she shops at Hom market every day, and only at Hom market. She buys
food for the family that she lives with. I ask her how she comes to know this market,
seeing as she is new to the city. "The first time," she says, "the boss of the house (female)
took me here and told me to shop here." I ask if her landlord also told her which sellers to
buy from, "Partly [m6t phdn]" she says. I ask what she means by "partly." She explains,
"the boss of the house showed me some shops to buy from, but she said that if it is too
expensive, then I have the right to buy from somewhere else" (Personal interview, Hom
Market, Hanoi, 1 March 2005).
Even for me, when I need to buy meat for the first time, I ask my most trusted
seller, Chi Thity, for her help. "I want to buy some pork meat," I tell her. Before I can
finish my sentence, she says, "but you don't know where to buy it from." "Yes," I say.
"What cut do you want to buy?" she asks. I tell her I don't know, but make the hand
motions of forming a patty or ball and say that I want to grind it. "Ok, she says, you want
nac vai [lean shoulder meat]." She points across the way to the butcher table to the person
on the left who isn't there at the moment, but then points at a round woman next to the
place. The woman already knows what I want. Chi Thuy is smiling from across the room.
I gather than Chi Thuy has mouthed my order to her. I say I want 400 grams. She says
"16,000." I say "14,000." She says "no" twice. I tell her that Chi Thuy told me it should
be 3,500 per 100 grams, therefore 14.000. She says "chi dy khang biet [She doesn't
know]." But it was close enough and I saw other buyers paying the same price, so from
then on, I buy from her and do not bargain again (personal observation, Hom market,
Hanoi, 1 March 2005).
Often, it is not immediately obvious how and why a seller and buyer come
together, or why they fail to form bonds. Only later when a seller explains that she appears
unhappy serving certain people because she dislikes "people who pretend to be rich" and
act like they are better than her,20 do we begin to see how buyer and seller's relationships
with each other are mediated by their perceptions of class, social status, and similar
attributes.
One time, I am standing in a darkened back corner of the market, in between the
place where many of the vegetables are sold and the wet-floored row where fish vendors
sell large live pond-grown fish that thrash about in their plastic tubs. I am talking with two
of the oldest vegetable sellers in the market, as they recall what the market was like
decades ago. These two sellers dress in the simple style of older country women, with
brown tunics and loose pants, their hair in tight salt-and-pepper colored buns, and one
whose teeth had been painted black with natural compounds (this is seen most often in the
countryside among older women). It is clear that these women are friends and business
companions. I see them talk often to each other as they wait for customers. The black-
toothed woman sells only potatoes, yams, and tomatoes. Her companion with the whiter
bun sells a startling variety of traditional vegetables from only two or three flat baskets. I
come to know her as one of the only vegetable vendors whom I can count on to have hi
Idt, herbal leaves that are used to wrap ground pork for a common dish called "cha ld lIt."
At one point, while we are talking, a customer of theirs -a boy with brown teeth
and a scruffy haircut holding a bag with a lot of chunks of meat approaches the vendor
with the white bun. He walks up to her and hands her the bag of pork pieces. Judging
from the familiarity of their exchange, I ask the seller if she and the boy are related to
each other. She and the boy look at each other and smile a little bit. She says "no" before
he walks away. After he leaves, the seller explains that he is a worker [c6ng nhan] for a
construction site nearby. "He is from the country," she explains. He is the food buyer for
his co-workers. All of the co-workers give him money - like a 1,000 dong each (which is
very small; a typical inexpensive lunch at a cafeteria would still cost about 3-4,000 dong
at least). "So he doesn't buy very good food --only things that are cheap," she tells me.
20 Nguyen Duc Chien, personal observation, Mo market, 13 March 2005.
Then the black-toothed seller, who has been listening this time chimes in, "He has to save
money to send back to family and friends at home."
As I am leaving, the boy comes back again with another bag of meat and hands it
to her. I try carefully to talk to him again, and this time he is a little more open but still
very shy. But I ask him if he always comes to this seller. He says yes. I ask how he came
to buy from her. He says at first he just came shopping at random and then he stayed with
her because he could tell she was a good seller. I ask how he knew she was good seller.
He looked up at her and smiled slightly at her and she smiled at him. It was clear to see
that there was sort of affection between them. She was kind of grandmotherly towards
him. He said, "I can tell from her face that she's a good seller." He was smiling more at
this point and seemed a little more relaxed before he went off again to gather more things
in parts of the market (personal observation, Hom market, 27 January 2005).
Aside from their compatibility of spirit, it was clear that the old women-
themselves still strongly "of the countryside" had adopted the boy for reasons related to
their shared rural background and out of their sympathy for his life as a young poor
migrant worker living in the city. These vegetable sellers were themselves not rich
women, having grown up as farm girls vending small agricultural products such as tofu
and vegetables in the streets of Hanoi. This boy, like many young men and women from
the countryside, had come to Hanoi without family and was most likely living in crowded
dwellings with a group of other young country workers, as a number of my rural
motorbike drivers had described to me before. The old vegetable sellers were familiar
faces for the boy on his daily errands, providing friendly admonitions and advice, even
storing his accumulated purchases at their stall while he shopped.
In this section we have seen that the personalized relations that characterize the
traditional market system are complicated and not always "fair" according to the criteria
of fairness that [people believe] operate in impersonal market forms,2' because people are
judged based on their perceived social standing - their appearance and their familiarity.
Yet in the hundreds of transactions at these two markets, there are very few instances in
which the seller actually sells at different prices for different people. These markets have
21 Although the experience of buying electronics and other kinds of goods in large "modern"
department stores like Best Buy or Circuit City in the United States proves otherwise.
their own internal logic whereby regular patronage benefits the consumer in a variety of
ways such as through goods, services, and other forms of seller flexibility. We see also
that consumers seek out these personalized market relationships as their only truly trusted
means of guaranteeing the quality and safety of their food amidst the new uncertainties of
agricultural and market transformation. In the next section, we see how one of the iconic
features of this personalized market world, bargaining, becomes a vehicle for buyers and
sellers to create personal relationships in this environment.
Figure 6: Vendors in an indoor wet market, Hoi An. (photo by author)
Figure 7: Vendors in an indoor wet market, Hoi An. (photo by author)
Bargaining and the desire to create trust
Hanoians recognize bargaining as a long-standing part of their market culture. A
number of old proverbs and stories reveal certain morals through the parable of a bargain
(personal communication 2006). There is even historical documentation of bargaining or
"haggling" in Hanoi's famous crowded street markets from the French colonial period in
the mid 19th century (Bourde 1885: 286-287). Today, in Hanoi's street and informal
markets, bargaining remains the dominant mode of price-setting. Bargaining allows for
flexible price setting according to the economic means of particular buyer and seller.
Bargaining is one iconic feature of both peasant markets and the personalized
relationships in them. Bargaining has often been viewed as a primitive practice, an
identifying mark of peasant markets in both anthropological and economic theory (Hart
2001: 204; Geertz 1978). However, for anyone who has visited the capital city of Hanoi
or Ho Chi Minh City and witnessed the increasing numbers of expensive motorbikes, cell
phones, fancy cafes, even luxury shops such as Louis Vuitton and Furla, "peasant" does
not seem an apt characterization of the social milieu.
Because of its association with peasant markets and societies, the practice of
bargaining has often been analyzed in contrast to market practices of industrial
economies: "With the comparison between the two types of economy as a shadowy
backdrop, bargaining is assumed to be a primitive means of setting prices, a mere step up
from barter, and interpreted as an adaptation to information deficiencies in bazaar
economies" (Alexander and Alexander 1991:506). By these accounts, attributes of
peasant markets that lack equivalents in our own economy "are ignored as irrelevant or
are explained away as products of deficiencies in the marketing structure" (Alexander
and Alexander 1991: 494). Yet this view has little empirical support (Miller 1995b;
Alexander and Alexander 1991). Furthermore, bargaining also exists in many veins of
modern or industrial markets, such as car or mattress sales.
Many studies of bargaining have focused on defining and understanding its
purpose or function in markets or social environments. From the 1950s through the
1970s, a number of anthropologists wrote about peasant markets, and bargaining was
often featured in these works (Bohannan and Dalton 1962; Boeke 1953; Cassady 1974;
Khuri 1968; Geertz 1978 and 1979; Davis 1974; Dewey 1962; Katzin 1960; Mintz 1964;
and Sahlins 1965). However, earlier, Firth (1939) and Malinowski (1922) also showed
interest in some of these issues as well. These studies have also set out to explain what
types of conditions that give rise to bargaining. Definitions of bargaining range from
describing it as more or less a conflict between two selfish parties (Polanyi 1957; Sahlins
1965) to a cooperative effort to communicate or form a more lasting client relationship
(Khuri 1968; Pen cited in Mabry 1965: 495).
Many of the earlier anthropological theory complemented economic theory in
viewing bargaining as economically beneficial, but anti-social. In other words, according
to this perspective, bargaining is economically integrative because its aim is to produce
favorable prices. Socially, it is disintegrative because it involves antagonistic
relationships (Polanyi 1957: 250-253; Sahlins 1965). Sahlins classifies bargaining as
"negative reciprocity" (Sahlins 1965: 148-149). In an economist's terms, "the ability of
either party to obtain benefits requires the other party to concede these benefits" (Mabry
1965: 480; See also Kuhn 1964: 49). Within anthropology, the antisocial economic
function of bargaining has been viewed in contrast to non-market activities such as
reciprocity and gift exchange, which are supposedly founded on trust and friendliness and
are therefore socially favorable or functional (Bohannan and Dalton 1962: 17; Herskovits
1952: 180; Firth 1939: 142; Malinowski 1922: 95). Just as the reciprocity systems studied
by Mauss (1923), Boas (1921), and others have been found to include types of conflict,
bargaining incorporates elements of cooperation (Khuri 1968: 698).
In Vietnam, bargaining is standard practice particularly in informal markets where
the bulk of Hanoi's fresh produce is bought and sold. Bargaining also exists in a slightly
more subdued form in state-run wet markets, which are another major source of fresh
fruits and vegetables. In general, bargaining is the rule rather than the exception for most
Vietnamese consumers. A lot of my personal experience as well as that of informants of
buying food in Hanoi revolved around the bargain. It is essential to understand the
bargain as an essential feature of buyer-seller interactions.
I argue that bargaining is as much about forming relationships between buyer and
seller as it is about obtaining lower prices. This is visible in the fact that bargaining in
Hanoi often does not correspond directly to the activity of price setting. I argue that
bargaining is also used both to establish relationships of familiarity between buyers who
are coming together in an uncertain market environment, and to express concerns about
the quality of produce that is sold in that market environment. Sociologist Nguyen Duc
Truyen argues that in Hom market, unlike informal markets or markets in the
countryside, "buyers and market participators have no community relationship to each
other. Transactions are mainly based on experience, observation, and packing
information or price. The trust is hardly set up, tested, or defined. The bargain reflects the
weak trust/confidence between sellers and buyers" (Nguyen 2005: 8). Nguyen describes a
contrast between the presence of bargaining in the urban market where relations are
unfamiliar and are "commercialized" versus the rural and rural style markets (even in the
city) where he suggests bargaining is less common. This challenges the notion that
bargaining is simply a vestige of traditional rural markets and supports the notion that
bargaining is instead a feature of impersonal and commercialized market relationships
that have greatly developed since d6i m6'i in 1989.
As a process of coming to agreement or of forming social relationships where
none existed before, bargaining can thus be viewed as having cooperative, or "positive"
social aspects (Khuri 1968; Gell 1982). Economist Alfred Mabry notes the manifold
aspects of bargaining, including "the symbiotic nature of the relationship, the
requirements of the law, the need for a psychologically cathartic ceremonial" (Mabry
1965: 480). While not all of these elements always apply to bargaining, Mabry points out
an important feature of bargaining, which is that "the party's behavior is not independent
from the behavior of his opponent" (Mabry 1965: 481). The buyer and the seller are
interconnected and able to confront each other with the terms of their negotiation.
Other authors have also made the link between an absence of previous or
embedded social ties between buyer and seller and the ability to bargain. The reverse of
this is also true, that in cultures where bargaining behavior is the norm, social factors
within the society can affect people's desire or ability to bargain or the style in which
they do so. Khuri argues that bargaining takes place in "free markets," "free from social
ties," citing examples in which when there are social ties such as the high status of
Middle Eastern male buyers, buyers may refrain from bargaining to preserve the social
hierarchy. Khuri cites examples of suqs in the Middle East where men of honor and
prestige do not bargain even when they are charged too- high prices for goods.
"'Notables do not bargain,' said a Beirut carpet trader, adding regretfully, 'It is difficult
these days to distinguish notables from commoners; everybody bargains."' (Khuri 1968:
700). In other words, according to Khuri, "partners avoid bargaining when they are bound
by reciprocity or by other social relations that channel the movement of goods. They
bargain when they confront each other not only as opposed interests in a market, but also
as social equals interacting on free unbounded bases, free from social obligations" (Khuri
1968: 700-701). Nguyen Duc Truyen makes a similar argument, based on trust - which is
itself a form of social tie. Nguyen argues "the bargain reflects the weak trust/confidence
between sellers and buyers" (Nguyen Duc Truyen 2005: 8). In Java, Alexander and
Alexander find that the strongest and most enduring economic partnerships are often
between traders with few social ties, such as between Chinese and Javanese traders
(Alexander & Alexander 1991: 496).
Although it begins with an unfamiliar relationship, the end result of bargaining, if
there is to be a repeat encounter, is that buyer and seller form a trusting relationship that
ultimately eliminates the need to bargain. In this sense, bargaining can be a
transformative process, an act of forging social relations and market networks where
none existed before. Anthropologist Fuad Khuri makes the important argument that
bargaining in the early transactions of a buyer-seller can be used to help form trusting
longer-term relationships: "Bargaining, although initiated by suspicion, nonetheless tends
to eliminate suspicion, instituting instead an atmosphere of common interest and trust,
often leading to a lasting client relationship, and even friendship" (Khuri 1968: 698-699).
This is accomplished through "the manipulation of cultural norms" whereby buyer or
seller aims to eliminate suspicion about a commodity - its quality or price- and to instead
establish an atmosphere of trust, which can lead to lasting client relationships and
occasionally to friendship (Khuri 1968: 704).
This aspect of bargaining is central to the buyer-seller relationship in Vietnam.
Vietnamese sociologist, Nguyen Duc Truyen explains bargaining as:
"A fight so that buyer and seller can come closer because both are trying to come
towards their benefits. Because of this, conversations are important... you can see that
the buyer and seller fight to establish a network of relationships... Both sides are trying
to attract each other. .. [listening to their] talk, can help us understand how the
communication between buyer and seller are carried out" (personal communication,
Hanoi, 9 June 2005).22
An important caveat to this is that in order for the buyer especially to establish trust in the seller
as a result of a bargaining transaction, they must have some prior knowledge about price and
quality of the commodity. This relates to Cassady' s (1968) model of bargaining, which assumes
that the buyer and seller both approach the transaction with pre-conceived price ranges in their
minds. This model is not suitable for all types of bargaining, but it works for commodities such as
vegetables that are bought and sold so regularly that most buyers know the basic prices. As
discussed later, this situation may be changing in Vietnam.
The bargain allows for the negotiation of an immediate sale, the establishment of
an informal agreement for a subsequent sale, and the establishment of a future client
relationship between buyer and seller in a single transaction. For example, a customer
tasting grapes at a fruit stand argues for the seller to lower her price by indicating that she
may become a more regular customer.
Buyer 12: What kind of pomelo is it?
Seller: Dien pomelo.
Buyer 12: How much is one?
Seller: 11.000.
Buyer 12: Can you sell for less? You can't sell for 10,000 can you, Little sister? If
so, you can sell me several fruits. Today, I buy one fruit. Tonight I'll try it.
Tomorrow, I'll buy several more.
Seller: Ok, I can sell to you [for that price], Grandmother.
(Ho Kim Uyen, Hom market, 1 April 2005)
Once a social or trusting relationship has been established between buyer and
seller, the need to bargain is reduced, "The more regular the relationship, the less need to
bargain" (Khuri 1968: 703). In Hanoi, I have observed personally and in the recorded
market transactions that most people who show a degree of familiarity with the seller (i.e.
calling her by personal name etc.) usually don't bargain. In addition, buyers of all kinds
of goods often return to a seller with whom they have had a satisfying bargain, and on
these subsequent trips are much less likely to bargain even for different kinds of goods.
Nguyen finds that in Hanoi's Mo market, where "operation is based mainly on public
relationships among individuals, the repeat of buying-selling activities have created
familiarity and trust among members. They purchase and receive goods for others
without any bills or receipts. Buyers can also buy on credit and normally without
bargaining" (Nguyen 2005: 8). Yet Nguyen does not say whether or not the initial
relationships between buyers and sellers in these markets begin with bargaining or not.
Khuri argues that while bargaining initially takes place in the absence of social relations,
and "in markets where prices fluctuate and where the buyers and sellers meet with
opposed economic interests," that bargaining subsequently "brings order to such markets
by enabling the buyer and the seller to develop lasting economic relationships between
them, based on mutual trust." (Khuri 1968: 698).
The bargain as a performance of uncertainty in the market place
The negotiation of bargaining itself can also be a performance, with peoples'
emotions ranging from the exaggerated and theatrical to genuine anger or frustration.
Peoples' interactions during a bargain often depart in some manner from the way people
would interact in other social realms. For example, while Alexander and Alexander find
that buyers and sellers use the multiple language forms common in Javanese society
while bargaining (indicating formality, social status, and age), they find that in the
market, "the subtle status distinctions inherent in much of Javanese life" are muted
(Alexander and Alexander 1987: 48). By contrast. Khuri finds that sellers Middle East
use overly intimate and informal kinship terms to gain the trust of potential buyers, and
that using this kind of sugary speech is a skill that the best sellers are praised for (Khuri
1968: 701). Anthropologist Deborah Kapchan argues that performance speech genres
found in marketplaces are themselves hybrid mixes of history, tradition, and sites of
contemporary contestation. As such, the bargain can provide "direct access to cultural
values and their transformation" (Kapchan 1996: 4).
In Vietnam, the bargain revolves around buyer and sellers' competing
constructions (and deconstructions) of an item's character as it stands before them. This
technique expresses contemporary concerns about how to identify an item when both
"good" and "bad" look the same amidst the post-d6i m6i proliferation of goods through
historic techniques of haggling." The haggling ritual of making assertions about the
quality of the product serves as a convenient vehicle to express recent concerns about the
state of vegetable quality in general. This helps explain the practice of ritualized forms of
bargaining with trusted sellers without any real attempt to reduce the price. For example,
in the following interaction, the buyer disparages the produce but never haggles over the
price.
Case 48: Female, 60 years old, in neat clothes, coming to select winter melon
23 A number of Vietnamese consumers have described feeling uncertain about the character of
goods in the new free market in terms of which ones are real or fake, safe or unsafe (Vann 2006).
B: All these melon whose heads [are shrunken/ cut off] to [make the melons] look
like pieces [rather than a whole melon] - what is there to eat?
She is pointing out that there is some deformity on the ends of the melon to make
it look like a piece of a melon rather than the whole, long melon and she is
basically saying to the seller that in pieces, not the whole, there isn't enough to
eat.
S: Silent
B: I [tao] take these two pieces [note - she still calls them "pieces" here even
though the melons are whole]. Weigh them!
S: Weighs and says: "2000 Dong"
B: Here is the money, Vin.
S: Takes the money.
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 26 April 2005)
While this persistence of bargaining behavior without result can be understood as
being simply "a way of life" for the Vietnamese (Ngoc 2004), I believe it is also a
reflection of buyers' current concerns about the quality of produce even from trusted
vendors. Further support for this idea is found in the fact that buyers of fruit, a food about
which consumers are particularly wary due to fears of chemical preserving agents and the
long distances it travels, employ this form of verbally disparaging and bargaining for the
goods much more than with other food commodities like vegetables. Fruit sellers adjust
their behavior accordingly, and unlike vegetable sellers who stay quiet when insulted,
they talk back and challenge the buyers on all of their claims. This kind of hyper
performative bargaining interaction also occurs in bargains in the street, which is another
market arena about which consumers feel particularly uncertain about the quality of
goods.
The back and forth of trading insults or compliments about the items being sold is
perhaps the major characteristic of bargaining in Hanoi. The verbal convincing takes
place on both the part of the buyer and the seller usually in ways that either over-
disparage or over-emphasize the good qualities of the fruit. While both people can see the
object very well, they talk to each other about the object as if the other could not see. The
"worst" of feistiest comments often came from women who were in their 60s or older.
These incidents showed that buyers often perfected the art of creative description as well
as sellers:
Case 4. female, 70 years old, looked at the basket of gdc (Momordica), picked one
up, and asked:
B: "How much is this decayed gdc?"
S: "17.000"
B:"Don't just close your eyes and say it. Look! It's decayed"
S: Ok, it's 14,000d, that's the input price. Today, it's expensive"
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 13 March 2005).
Sometimes the competing claims that buyer and seller make about certain items
are completely opposite each other, leaving one who cannot actually see the item to
wonder if the thing is red or green, hard or soft, big or small:
Seller: Do you want some Thai mangos?
Buyer 5: No, they are very sour.
Seller: No, they are very sweet.
(Ho Kim Uyen, Hom market, 2 April 2005)
This kind of interaction occurs with the sale of many other kinds of goods, not
just with food. One humorous example of this occurred when I went to buy fabric on the
famous fabric market on the second floor of Hom market. I was holding a small swatch
of my own brown fabric to find a match to it in the market. At one seller's stall, I stood
comparing my swatch to a piece of fabric in the sellers' pile. The color was similar, but
the match wasn't quite right. The seller, however, told me that my fabric was the same
color as her fabric but that my fabric "had been washed many times." I could not help but
laugh. I said that I also knew what color my fabric was when it was new. At this she had
to laugh as well (personal observation, Hom market, Spring 2005).
One day, I was accidentally taught a lesson by another shopper about how to
bargain. I had just entered Hom market, and a street vendor was selling plums in the
hallway leading into the market. She said "10,000." and I said "How expensive!" She
said, "Try one. They are good." I crouched over the vendor's basket and sampled one of
the small plums that she rinsed off for me with her small water bottle. They were very
good. I had been eating a lot of plums that season, and these were particularly good.
Just then, an older woman, maybe 60 years old came up and asked the seller,
"How much?" I believe that if I weren't there, the seller would have told this woman a
lower price, but she had to stick to the rule of naming the same price in front of everyone
who was there at that moment. So the seller was stuck giving this woman who knew
better the tourist's price of "10 thousand - 1,000 per 100 g." The woman said, "It should
be 500 dong per 100 gram. 5,000 per kg." The buyer's "5,000" was a low ball to counter
the sellers' initial high price. Then I chimed in and said "6,000 only," because I knew the
right price was 6,000 and was trying to save some time in the haggling process. The seller
came back at me and said "8,000." I said, "No, 6,000 only." She said, "Ok, buy one kg."
In silent agreement, I began to choose plums for myself.
Seeing that I was still munching on the seed of my plum, the older lady asked me
if the plums were sour. From my experience buying plums two to three times a week,
they were relatively sweet compared to many of the other plums that normally circulated
in the streets. I said, "They aren't very sour." Crouching down to the basket herself, she
repeated, "Not very sour. .." Squatting next to me, she tasted one. She paused to look at
me as she said, "They are sour." I realized at that moment that she was talking as much
to the vendor as she was to me. But I noticed as she said this, she still held the fruits she
had already selected in her hand and continued choosing some more fruits with her other
hand. I was fairly certain that she thought the plums were good too, otherwise she would
not have looked at them so much in the beginning and then decided to buy them. As I
paid and left, she was still crouching down selecting her own plums. As I left, she told
me, "Pick the red ones; they aren't sour" (personal observation, Hanoi, 26 May 2006).
Figures (including previous page) 8, 9, 10: Buying and selling in different markets in Vietnam.
(photos by author)
The Iconic Image of the Street Vendor
The final example of apparently traditional market elements that look the same
but have changed through the market transition is the rural street vendor. The image of
the small itinerant trader with her conical hat and wares hung from two baskets on a
shoulder pole runs through many Vietnamese songs, poems, and painting. She (most of
these small traders are female) represents both the countryside and rural Vietnam. I argue
here that although the rural trader has been coming in and out of Hanoi bearing their
wares on poles over their shoulders for hundreds of years, the situation and increase in
numbers of traders in Hanoi is the result of a number of changes that have stemmed from
the post- d6i maIi market transition.
The participation of rural sellers from the areas around Hanoi has been essential
to the success of Hanoi's urban markets throughout the history of its development. [In the
17th and 18th centuries, the dynasty of Trinh feudal lords, a powerful aristocratic family,
carried out major constructions in the city of Hanoi (then known as Thang Long). These
new buildings contributed to the expansion of the city and in the created new demands
for food, consumer goods, and raw materials from neighboring regions. The urban
development policy of the Le-Trinh feudal state stimulated the flow of goods, materials,
and people into Hanoi (Thang Long) from adjoining provinces like Son Nam, Kinh Bac,
Hai Duong, and Son Tay. The 17 th century saw the appearance of many specialized
artisan villages in northern Vietnam, especially in the northern plains and midlands next
to Hanoi (Nguyen Thua Hy 2002: 10). The development of a commodity economy in the
north based on barter and exchange stimulated local economic development and in turn,
caused the city to thrive. In traditional Vietnamese society (before 16th century) the main
mechanism of merchandise exchange in villages and communes was small markets and
shop-streets on the village and inter-village level. After the 16th century, larger markets
and guilds on expanded their networks across district, regional, and even country-wide
levels (Nguyen Thua Hy 2002: 12). Eventually, Hanoi became a central hub at the
intersection of a surrounding district network powered by the products and movements of
different rural peoples around the city.
In the 19th century, observers noted that Hanoi's market success depended so
directly on its rural participants that Hanoi's market schedule actually followed the
schedule of nearby rural markets, most of which were held every fifth day (Masson 1983:
40). Paul Bourde observes in 1885 that the population of Hanoi swelled to twice its
regular size on these market days with merchants and artisans from surrounding areas
who brought their numerous goods to sell and trade in Hanoi (Bourde 1885: 286-287).
This population increase is documented even earlier in the historical record - in the 17 th
century by English traveler Samuel Baron who observes that the city "is larger than most
of the other cities in population, particularly on the first and fifteenth lunar days which
are the principal market days when the people from neighboring villages flock to the city
in unbelievable numbers with their wares" (Baron 1914).
Before the French protectorate was established in Vietnam (1884), there were no
covered markets in Hanoi (Masson 1983: 39).24 The entire city itself was made up of
markets of different kinds. On market days, "it was the entire city which transformed
itself into an immense, open-air market" (Ibid) that covered over two kilometers in the
main streets of the city (Hocquard 1892: 173). During this time, before the formalization
of markets began first by the French and then by the Vietnamese government, anyone
could come and sell at the market without paying fees or dues other than the cost of their
transportation. "The setting up of the market costs nothing," Bourde observes, "it requires
only the cooperation of the weather. The peasant settles down in the street, on the ground,
his wares on a piece of cloth of in a basket or in the dust if he is not afraid of damaging
them" (Bourde 1885: 286-287). An earlier 17th century observer, Phan Huy Chu,
contradicts this romantic notion of a pre-colonial free-for-all trade unobstructed by the
state. Phan counts eight large markets at which taxes were imposed, to be paid in buffalo
hide (Nguyen Thua Hy 2002: 76). These different market forms co-existed with each
other. There were large established markets and designated shops or shop-streets for
specialized items, such as those that lay at city gates and the confluence of waterways.
Then there were also countless "roving and unnamed markets" that "operated along
24 The first documented covered markets in Hanoi were set up under a decree by the French
colonial government on April 6, 1888 on the three corners of the triangular commercial town:
Bamboo Street, Rice Street, and at the intersection of the Street of the Citadel and [Emporer]
Dong Khanh Boulevard (Masson 1983: 45).
streets, at crossroads, terraces, and in any public place. Sellers displayed their wares
without fixed counters or stalls" (Nguyen Thua Hy 2002: 78-9). These roving sellers are
the historical ancestors to the street sellers and markets of Hanoi today.
Migrants from surrounding areas have been a part of Hanoi's history since at least
the end of the 15'" century. The tension between the importance of these migrant
populations to the economic growth of Hanoi and the government's attempts to control
the population in the city has also existed for at least as long (Nguyen Thua Hy 2002: 15).
At the end of the 15th century, the number of people moving into the city was so great
that the Adjunct Governor of Phung Thien prefecture drove the immigrants out and
forced them back to their native villages. In 1481, Censor Quach Dinh Bao submitted a
proposal that distinguished between tax-paying traders and other unwanted migrants in
order to encourage traders to settle down permanently and work in Hanoi (Nguyen Thua
Hy 2002: 15). In chapter 4, we will see how these historical efforts by Hanoi's rulers to
rid the city of migrant workers and traders are mirrored in current policy on street
vendors in the city.
Despite being brief and naturally incomplete, this historical sketch will least
establish the fact that of strong social and economic ties between Hanoi and its
surrounding countryside - as well as the movement of the rural population in and out of
the city, which have been occurring at varying cadences for centuries. As a result, the
imagery of even the contemporary street seller evokes memory and nostalgia for a
generic traditional past in Hanoi. At the same time, however, it is clear that the street
seller plays a very functional - and controversial- role in the market system of today's
Hanoi.
For example, an article in a Hanoi magazine highlights the street vendors' conical
hat and shoulder pole street vendors as relics of a more romantic era. The article suggests
that these living ghosts of a simpler time have something substantial to offer a modern
city dweller. They bear hot soups and delicious snacks that they will deliver to your door:
"In big cities like Hanoi, Haiphong, and Ho Chi Minh City, the quang
gdnh [bamboo shoulder pole with baskets hung from it used by mobile
vendors to carry their goods] takes its place on the street, borne by women
in palm-leaf conical hats. '" These city baskets are filled with a whole host
of goodies, from bananas to bread to ready-to-eat sticky rice. Its like a
delivery service- instead of heading to the store to get your daily intake of
pineapple, for example, just wait for the woven baskets to bring it to you.
Better yet, have a healthy meal that comes walking down the street. Some
quang gdnh function as mobile restaurants, with one basket containing a
piping hot pot of broth, meat and noodles, and the other chopsticks,
spoons, bowls and chairs. Women lug these heavy baskets from street to
street, stopping regularly to set up an impromptu restaurant."
(Tran 2004: 7).
This article, reflecting consumers' (conflicted) support for mobile vendors,
recognizes a place for the traditional or rural market form in the function and life of the
city. The author even makes this explicit: "The quang gdnh still holds its place as a
popular means of transport despite all the more modem conveniences flooding into
Vietnam" (Tran 2004: 7). Despite the fact that the mobile street vendor has become a
vehicle for consumer fears about risk, agricultural change, and the market economy (see
chapter 3), many consumers still strongly support mobile street vendors because they add
a major aspect of convenience, speed, and flexibility to the market system of Hanoi.
Peoples' lifestyles and work schedules in Hanoi are indeed speeding up with longer hours
at work and less time to meet family and other obligations. The street vendor brings an
invaluable service to contemporary Hanoi. In his work, Arvind Rajagopal also describes
an increased "demand" for hawkers and their cheaper goods by consumers in Mumbai.
Street hawkers "survive at the margins of city spaces by the unquenchable and ever-
growing demand for their services" (Rajagopal 2004: 228).
Buying food informally from mobile vendors is something that people of all ages
and both genders engage in regularly throughout the city. One day, I was having lunch
near my office at a small but very crowded place that sold fish soup out of its open
doorway. In 2004, many of the office workers who come here were in their early thirties
and forties, usually in pairs or groups of three or four. In 2006, when I returned, many
more of the office workers who ate here were in their 20s. A young woman in her late
twenties was eating lunch with her boyfriend, when she over heard the proprietor of the
soup shop talking to one of the passing street vendors. The vendor was selling green
25 Here again, the imagery of the ndn - the peasant's conical hat is invoked to help build the
image of the pastoral and traditional providing useful service amidst the bustle of the city.
guava. The young woman got up from her bowl of soup and stepped down out of the
store onto the sidewalk a few feet away to join the proprietor in some brief bargaining
before making her purchase. Placing the bag of guava at her feet, she sat back down to
her soup. The entire transaction had lasted less than two minutes (Personal observation,
Hanoi, 23 December 2004).
The faces of noontime restaurants opened and spill out onto the streets in Hanoi,
with many guests eating on the sidewalk at small plastic red and blue tables and stools. I
watch as two young men with their dates at a sidewalk restaurant buy duck eggs and
dried tofu skin to add to their hot pot from a vendor who walks among the tables
(Personal observation, Hanoi, 26 December 2006). Two young women in office attire eat
a noontime lunch of fried rice and buy fresh cut pineapple from a passing mobile vendor
for dessert (Personal observation, Hanoi, 22 December 2006).
Because lunch and dinner are increasingly eaten out of the home in Hanoi,
especially by office workers, the open-air sidewalk dining style of most regular eating
establishments makes mealtimes a particularly good time for people to buy from
circulating sidewalk vendors. This kind of activity is typical and allows consumers in
Hanoi to choose from a range of different foodstuffs at any place at any time during the
day. The convenience of having such easy access to fresh cheap food is a kind of
convenience not found in many industrialized countries. The service that street vendors
provide the city in terms of a river network of fresh foodstuffs that flows through even
the tiniest alleys is something that even the most "modern" industrialized nations often
lack. The presence of ambulatory vendors means that streets themselves become markets
whose goods and composition are constantly changing. The interactions between buyer
and seller in the street may be characterized as flexible, organic, occurring at many and
any place or point in time. Vendors are almost always moving through a flow of brief,
transactional relationships with different buyers.
This is something the local government wishes explicitly to avoid. In what seems
like almost a direct rejection of Masson's historic description of 19th century Hanoi as an
"immense open air market," an employee at the Hanoi Department of Trade complains
that the presence of street vendors in Hanoi "makes foreign visitors think Hanoi is just
one big market" (Steinglass 2006). Reflected in his comment is the desire for a break
with Hanoi's historic identity and a yearning towards a new and different future.
Figure I1: A contemporary mobile vendor in central Vietnam. (Photo by author)
On the other side of the consumer demand, changes in the structure of the
agricultural countryside have added greatly to the proliferation of street vendors in Hanoi.
Dang Viet Quang et al. describe the relatively recent occupation of "trader" as a product
of post economic liberalization in Hanoi's surrounding agricultural lands (Dang ed.
2005). The authors show through detailed case studies of three villages in peri-urban
Hanoi that the major results of market liberalization and related policies in the 1990s
have included: a sharp increase in land prices, the building of new factories, roads, and
other projects described as the "urbanization" of the countryside, and a resulting decrease
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in land availability. Many farmers in these areas have reacted to these circumstances in
one of two ways - either by farming more lucrative cash crops - namely herbs and
vegetables- for which there has been increased demand from the city, or by seeking off-
farm employment. The case of Ha village in particular is an example of how former
farmers literally followed these infrastructure projects from their countryside into the city
to engage in the new work of vegetable trading.
Between 1989 and 1999, a series of infrastructure projects came to Ha village.
During the same time, new agricultural policies such as 100-CT/TW of 1989 and 64/CP
in 1998 allocated land to individual households and giving them the new opportunity to
do whatever they want on their allocated land (Dang ed. 2005: 20). In Ha village, as the
result of new freedoms in profession and the improvement of roads and transportation,
the number of professional vegetable traders rose (Dang ed. 2005: 21). This pattern is
also found in nearby villages such as Thuong and Thuan Phu (Ibid).
The increase in numbers of traders as a result of the decrease in available land is
also part of the lengthening of the local food chain. Before traders existed, farmers either
had to individually transport their own goods to markets in neighboring cities such as
Hanoi or else remain selling them in local wet markets. Before as recently as 2000, most
of the local farmers in these villages had to carry their own products to market to sell.
Since 2000, most people sell their products to collectors (Dang ed. 2005: 11).
Farmers in Ha explain the rise in vegetable traders as a result of the limited area
of land available for vegetable production (Dang ed. 2005: 21). Therefore, farmers have
tapped into new opportunities, such as improvements in roads, to earn livings from their
changed circumstances. In 1989 a concrete road replaced the dirt road in Ha village. At
the time, the percentage of villagers who worked as vegetable traders was 20%. In 1995,
a road spanning between communes - or trans-commune road- was built, and the
percentage of farmers who were now working as vegetable traders in Ha climbed to 25%.
In 1999, a school and bus station were built, and the percentage of vegetable traders rose
to 30%. In the following four years, a trans-district road and the Thanh Tri bridge were
built, and the percentage of vegetable traders stayed at 30% (Dang ed. 2005: 21).
The amount of traders in Ha village now appears to have peaked and may be
moving the opposite direction as the result of continued industrialization in the area.
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Farmers predict that by 2010, if the new highway 5B project is completed, the percentage
of vegetable traders will remain constant or perhaps even decrease, because the highway
would reduce the amount of land and vegetables produced there to the point of having too
many farmers or traders. In Ha village over the past twenty years, developments such as
roads, a school, a bridge, and the HANEL factory near Ha, have all made different kinds
of work (farming, trading, off-farm) more or less available at different times. It is most
important to understand the kinds of circumstances like these that have helped give rise to
large amount of informal vegetable traders in Hanoi.
In Vietnam, the connection between street vending and the decline of farming is
so strong that one can see how farmers funnel directly into the profession of illegal
hawker but do not find their ways into other legitimate, related types of selling such as
being a vendor in a fixed market, "In their previous occupations, most [vegetable]
hawkers were farmers, while especially fixed retailers in the city had a background as
either an industrial worker or small trader" (Van Wijk et al. 2005: 7). Subsequently, this
same study finds that in Hanoi, most fixed retailers (78%) bought most of their
vegetables from wholesalers - or middlemen, while street hawkers, whose ties to their
rural farmland is presumable still strong, bought most of their produce (53%) from other
farmers. This again, also stems from the fact that the majority o'f fixed sellers live in the
same urban zone as the city market in which they sell, while the majority of hawkers
commute to Hanoi from peri-urban areas (Van Wijk et al. 2005: 7).
Similar to the situation in Vietnam, anthropologist Caroline Humphrey also finds
a link between the increase in number of traders in Russia and the processed by which
rural people are divorced from their ability to produce. In Russia, "this need for cash in a
barter-and-subsistence economy is one of the main sources of 'traders,' people who need
money to purchase things they cannot produce themselves" (Humphrey 1999: 20).
- In an interview with a street seller, the woman describes her view of how the
number of traders from Hanoi's surrounding provinces has increased:
CT: I am from Nghe An and my husband is from Hung Yen. Most people on the
boats [referring to a poor community of boat dwellers on the banks of the Red
river where she lives] are from Hung Yen. I used to have a house there but we
were really poor.
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MH: How do most people who come here from Hung Yen make a living?
CT: They take fabric from the trash and sell it or they sell vegetables.
MH: Where do they sell vegetables?
CT: Phuc Xa market.
MH: Nowadays, is it harder or easier or the same to sell vegetables as in the past?
CT: Harder, because there are more and more sellers.
MH: Why are there more and more?
CT: Because Vietnam has a lot of farmers and when they take good care of their
fields, they have extra time and they want to go sell their vegetables to make extra
money.
(Personal interview, Hanoi, 23 April 2005)
As a result of these developments it is impossible to view local government
efforts to eradicate (and consumer ambivalence about) street sellers as simply due to the
fact that they are "outdated." It is quite the opposite. It is a confusing paradox that street
traders are simultaneously the symbols of a backwards, previous mode of market society,
but are also proliferating in numbers and consumer demand as the result of the new
modern society, "The 'menace of hawkers' described in the [daily papers] is not the
menace of their poverty; it is that they exist at all. That is, they become a mirror for all
kinds of doubts and ills attending the transition from state-led development to market
liberalization"' (Rajagopal 2004: 227). The strength of peoples' reactions to street sellers
in Hanoi stems from the fact that they represent the "loose ends" of this package called
the market economy and manifest the messy parts of the market transition.
In this chapter, I have tried to show how d6i m6i has created significant changes
in Hanoi's rural landscape and in the political economy of agriculture. Many of these
changes have affected Hanoi's traditional market system Here, I have focused on
consumers' privileging of personalized market relations, the function of bargaining, and
the form of the street vendor to show how what are described as "traditional" market
features are embedded with contemporary responses to economic liberalization. In the
next chapter, I build upon the notion of consumers using certain market strategies to
mitigate risk, to describe some specific new forms of risk for consumers. Risks perceived
by consumers go beyond simple fears of agro-chemical poisoning and include symbolic
fears of changing social and economic configurations as well.
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Figure 12: Street vendors in central Hanoi. (Photos by author)
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Figure 13: Central Hanoi. The entire city is an "immense open-air market." (Photo by author)
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Chapter Three
Vegetables, Risk, and Boundaries in the New Economy
In this chapter, I focus on the purchase and preparation of fresh vegetables by
Hanoi consumers to explore the ways in which consumers attempt to both physically and
symbolically mitigate some of the new risks that have been created through economic
liberalization. These risks and the beliefs that guide consumers' behavior relate in various
ways to the sense that post- d6i m~ri society has created openings or ruptures in previous
boundaries - political, geographic, and economic. Often these boundaries have both
symbolic and material components to which consumers have reacted with ambivalence
about their change. The opening of Vietnam's markets to a much larger international
community has allowed for new opportunities in the form of jobs, goods, and people to
enter and move throughout the country. However, the openings have also allowed
threatening things to circulate and proliferate, such as harmful new chemicals in food,
immoral business practices, or inability to perform one's prescribed gender duties. I am
concerned here with how consumers perceive risk in their homes, bodies, and identities. I
look at Vietnam's new economic relationship with China, the movement of increasing
numbers of rural people into Hanoi city, and women's roles as guarantors of food safety
in the home as examples of boundaries that have been threatened as a direct result of d6i
m6i.
The first of these boundaries is the change from Vietnam's stance during the
1970s and 1980s as politically and economically distanced from free-market countries, as
well as from its neighbor China, to having re-vitalized political and trading relations with
most of the world through re-vitalized trading relations. I focus here on Vietnam's
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relationship with China specifically here because in terms of individual countries, China
has the most direct influence on Vietnam's economy and political security. Vietnamese
consumers have warmly welcomed the influx of many Chinese goods that are perceived
as cheaper and of better quality than many types of domestically produced products.
However, the influx of these goods does threaten Vietnam's domestic industries,
especially in the North due to the legal and illegal border trades. The quality of some
Chinese goods- especially foodstuffs- is worrisome to many consumers who perceive
Chinese produce as laden with harmful chemical preservatives or other substances.
The second example of changing borders is the increasingly complex relationship
between urban and rural areas around Hanoi. While Hanoi has always been a market city
whose vitality depends on the regular ebb and flow of rural populations, we saw in the
previous chapter how Hanoi's own geographic boundaries have expanded in recent years
to include many former rural areas, which has created pressure on agricultural production
in these areas. This, in turn, has resulted in the dramatic flow of rural migrants into the
city for work and the increased flow of agricultural chemicals carried into the city
through local farm produce.
Urban Hanoians have historically had and still maintain close ties to the
surrounding countryside. To paraphrase something anthropologist Neil Jameson once
said, Hanoi is still "a city of villages" in terms of limited social contact and cooperation
between people who are not perceived to be part of one's network of personal
relationships (personal communication, Hanoi, September 2004). Recent changes to the
political economy and food systems have created new tensions and exacerbated old ones
between urban and rural people. Urban Hanoians express their fears about their
disconnection from sources of production, the lack of regulation of markets and
commodities, and the environmental degradation of agricultural lands through stories and
practices aimed at ameliorating the danger and disorder brought into the city by rural
entities street sellers and their poisonous food.
Finally, I discuss the fact that as shoppers and food preparers, women are viewed
as the gatekeepers between the harmful entities outside the home and the safety within
the household. They employ their vast store of market knowledge as well as numerous in-
home food preparation techniques in order to transform potentially harmful goods into
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things that are safe and nutritious for their families. However, women's roles are
changing in the new market economy, and more young women are working long days
outside the home. In addition, the proliferation of new kinds of fruits, vegetables, and
other foods in the market place has meant that even experienced housewives are made
uncertain about an item's quality or identity. In this topsy turvy milieu, there is a strong
incentive to maintain household practices which do the double duty of re-enforcing the
stable historical identity of women as protector of the home and the belief that individuals
can mitigate the potentially harmful effects of a rapidly-changing market and social
system.
Big and Little Dragons: China and Vietnam in the Second Half of the Twentieth
Century
Vietnam has been more worried about the Chinese domination of its economy
than it has about the presence of any other foreign influences (Xiaosong and Womack
2000: 1056). For a thousand years, the Vietnamese were under the direct rule of the
Chinese. During this time, the Vietnamese selectively assimilated much of Chinese
culture, but remained intensely nationalistic. For the Vietnamese, the history of Chinese
rule is a reminder of Vietnam's weakness and vulnerability in regards to its neighbor
(Guan 1998: 1122). Nguyen Manh Hung argues that geography and history do not make
China and Vietnam "natural friends," and that this explains the origins of the Sino-
Vietnamese conflict that erupted in 1979 is deeply rooted in history, geography, clashing
national interests, and policy differences between the "'dragon' and the 'smaller dragon'"
(Nguyen 1979: 1037). He also characterizes the long-standing rivalry between the two
countries as derived from "a regional power and a smaller but ambitious country that was
determined to assert its independence and its own regional role" (Nguyen 1979: 1038).
The interplay of history and geopolitics between the two countries creates a tension that
can either be positive or destructive depending on how it is managed (Guan 1998: 1122).
Even after the period of Chinese colonialism had ended, the Vietnamese have
continued to assert their autonomy and distinctiveness from the Chinese. For example, in
1892 during the French colonial period, French Army doctor, Edouard Hocquard,
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describes the elaborate native system of interior gates by which the districts of Hanoi
were kept separate from each other. Even more impressive were the gates specifically
designed to keep the "Chinese quarter" separate from the local population:
"The gates through which one enters into the Chinese quarter are matched
like citadel walls ... they have contrived to build a sort of small arcade on
which guards and watchmen may stand. Once these gates are closed, it is
impossible to enter the streets of the Chinese quarter" (Hocquard 1892).
Despite the tensions of the Chinese-Vietnamese colonial relationship, China has
also played the role of benefactor to Vietnam over time. In the late 1940s and 1950s,
China supported Vietnam's revolution of independence against the French with both
manpower and money. China was the first country to officially recognize the newly
independent Democratic Republic of Vietnam in January of 1950 (Womack 2000: 984).
The shared communist governments and similar security interests made the 1950s a
decade of warm relations between the two countries (Nguyen 1979: 1038). During the
1970s, China gave Vietnam over U.S. $20 billion in aid during for the American war
(Xiaosong and Womack 2000: 1056).
However, in 1978 China cut off aid to Vietnam as the war between the two
countries began to heat up and relations between the two countries dissolved. In 1979, an
advance into the Sino-Vietnamese border regions by the Chinese army began a bloody
twelve-year war between China and Vietnam. In the absence of Chinese patronage,
Vietnam turned to Russia for support during the 1980s, which were a decade of conflict
between China and Vietnam.
Roper finds that the war with China actually stimulated productivity in the border
regions of Northern Vietnam as the unavailability of Chinese goods stimulated the
Vietnamese production of domestic substitutes. The restoration of peace between the two
countries caused Vietnamese to resume purchasing familiar Chinese brand names and
local production once again suffered a decline (Roper 2000). Between 1988 and 1989,
trading and economic activities slowly began to resume along the border between
Vietnam and China. This is the same year that d^i m6i began. A secret summit (officially
acknowledged in 1999) between Vietnamese and Chinese leaders in Chengdu at the
invitation of China in 1990 was followed by the formal normalization of relations in
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November 1991. During the 1990s, two major railways between these countries were
repaired and re-vitalized - the Nanning-Hanoi and Yunnan-Vietnam routes, which
despite being only lightly trafficked, were still important symbolic gestures.
Since the normalization of relations between China and Vietnam, political,
diplomatic, and economic bilateral relations have developed quickly (Xiaosong and
Womack 2000: 1044-1045). In the decade following normalization, the two countries
signed over 20 documents regarding bilateral economic cooperation, and by 1997, mutual
trade totaled over U.S. $ 1.4 billion, with China invested in 41 projects in Vietnam
totaling U.S. $102 million (Xiaosong and Womack 2000: 1045). The 1990s saw
"expanding contact and cooperation" along the frontier that culminated in the signing of a
treaty on 30 December, 1999, between China and Vietnam's foreign ministers that
demarcated an official border between the two countries (Xiaosong and Womack 2000:
1042). This was an important step in the normalization of China-Vietnam relations after
the Sino-Vietnamese war in the 1970s.
The normalization of trade relations with China has been a mixed blessing for
Vietnam. The flood of Chinese goods has bankrupted many Vietnamese producers,
leading to an unsuccessful attempt in 1992-1993 by the Vietnamese to ban 17 categories
of Chinese imports. Despite the trade imbalance in which Chinese imports to Vietnam far
outweighed Vietnam's exports to China, the Vietnamese government has remained
committed to expanding border trade (Womack 1994).26 While not accounted for in
official statistics, some experts estimate the volume of goods smuggled across the Sino-
Vietnamese border to exceed regular trade in volume (Xiaosong and Womack 2000:
1048).
Gone is the model of patronage through aid extended by China to Vietnam in the
1950s and 1960s. Instead, the normalization of relations in the 1990s has been
characterized by China's position that its support of Vietnam will occur in the form of
free-market enterprises rather than aid. Premier Li Peng stated that unlike in the past,
26 Significant in light of Vietnam consumers' combined fears of chemical and economic
pollution, the first project of economic and technological cooperation undertaken by a Guanxi
interest in Vietnam was the technological refurbishing of an integrated chemical and nitrogenous
fertilizer manufacturing complex in Vietnam's Ha Bac province (Xiaosong and Womack 2000:
1051).
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"China will, within its ability, continue to offer Vietnam some free aid, though the
amount will not be large. Enterprises will be the major channel of cooperation" (Guan
1998: 1136). This is a significant move in the context of the fact that China and Vietnam
have been "bonded in a special patron client relationship for decades" (Chang-Pao 1987:
630). Chang-Pao argues that both states have taken a very moralistic attitude towards this
relationship over issues of war and peace, and that the shared culture between the two
countries entertains "identical views of the nature, sanctity, and mutual obligations of
such a relationship" and that the only thing that could cause this patron-client relationship
to "sour" would be a perceived violation of these moral obligations (Chang-Pao 1987:
630). In the past, the morality rather than contractual obligation has been emphasized - a
notion from which Li Peng's promise of assistance through business development instead
of aid departs.
Political relations between China and Vietnam from normalization in 1991
through the present are characterized by a desire to cooperate out of a sense of shared
fates and their desires to build both socialism and their national economies (Guan 1998).
Guan argues, however, that even if the good relations continue, "interactions between
China and Vietnam will never be on equal and reciprocal terms, Vietnam will always be
guarded in its relations with China" (Guan 1998: 1140). In fact, Vietnam's economic
development appears also to be a part of its program to strengthen itself against potential
national security threats, namely China. Just as it has been argued that the Vietnamese
government's economic liberalization efforts stem from a deep part protectionism, it has
also been argued that Vietnam's rush to economic development stems from concerns
about national security.
In 1996, public policy expert Allan Goodman claimed that the Vietnamese "are in
a hurry to develop for reasons beyond a desire to participate in the bonanza of rapid
growth and development" (Goodman 1996: 596). Supporting this notion are Prime
Minister Vo Van Kiet's frequent reminders to Party officials that they are "living in a
region surrounded by tigers and a dragon." (Presumably, Asia's other fast-growing
economies are the tigers and China is the dragon.) Vo Van Kiet argues that the
"continued backwardness" of the country is the biggest security threat to the nation"
(Goodman 1996: 596). Here, the suggestion of economic backwardness pulls not only on
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the strings of national and cultural pride, but on Vietnam's fears of potential "security
threats".
Hanoians' ambivalence about China through consumption of its goods
Hanoi consumers' views of China reflect a similar ambivalence to the idea and
realities of a close relationship with China, especially because of their close geographic
and economic relationship with Southern China. The enjoyment of access to so many
cheap quality consumer goods through the Chinese border is undeniable. I witness some
of this excitement in December 2006 as I stand in the early morning darkness, waiting to
board a tour bus bound for the China-border province, Lang Son, alongside about thirty
Vietnamese women (and one man) who work together in one of the national government
ministries. This group of co-workers, who constitute part of Vietnam's burgeoning
middle class, are bound for Lang Son for one and only one reason: shopping. Throughout
the weekend, our tour guide brings our group - along with what I can see are many other
buses of Vietnamese doing the same thing - from market to market. Aside from meals
and a couple of brief stops at pagodas for worship, the sole purpose of this vacation is to
scour as many of the giant gadget-filled market halls as possible in search of decent
quality Chinese goods whose prices are often half of what they would be in Hanoi. As we
re-board the bus after each market visit, some of the women even have porters with them
who are carrying high stacks of giant blankets, electronics, portable heaters, and
undergarments in baskets hanging from their shoulders.
Back in Hanoi, outside of the immediate rush of the shopping moment, however, I
hear people express less positive sentiments about Chinese products - especially food.
The liberalization of trade regulations after d6i m6i has allowed increasing amounts of
farm produce from China to enter Vietnam and make its way into Hanoi markets. I notice
that Chinese fruits especially are frequent villains in friends' stories about unsafe foods.
For example, at an office party at the university where I worked, the usual variety of
fruits and candies had been laid out on the table. I picked up one of the large, bright
mandarin oranges that I had been buying by the kilogram every few days on the street
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and in the market. As I peeled it, I turned to one of my co-workers to tell her how much I
liked this fruit. She said to me, "'Chi Meg oi, you shouldn't eat that kind of fruit"
(Personal communication, Gia Lam, Vietnam, January 2004). "Why not?" I asked.
"Because they come from China and have a lot of chemicals on them," she said. Huong,
another co-worker, joined the conversation, saying that Thao was right. They began to
lecture me about not eating the "big, nice, or shiny-looking fruit," because these were
usually the fruits from China, laden with "chemicals to make them bigger or last longer."
I argued with my co-workers that these mandarins [qzia quft] were by far the tastiest and
best citrus I could find in the market. They were laughing at me. "It may taste good,"
Thao said, "but it has a lot of chemicals."
Later, I heard this sentiment voiced by many Hanoians, mostly women of all
ages, who do most of the shopping and meal preparation. 27 I often heard that Chinese
fruit in particular, including tomatoes, were the most dangerous of all fruits and required
particularly careful preparation before eating. Muriel Figuie finds similar perceptions of
Chinese tomatoes in her survey of Hanoi consumers. During the hot season, 80% of
tomatoes on the Hanoi market are from China. Figuie's participants give Chinese
tomatoes poor ratings for their sanitary qualities compared to tomatoes from other parts
of Vietnam. Some participants describe the Chinese tomato as "frightening" or its color
as a "frightening red" (Figuie 2004a: 18). Participants attribute this frightening color to
artificial chemically induced ripening techniques. One hears echoes of this in the
marketplace too. When a fruit vendor is asked if the Chinese fruits she sells are treated
with chemicals, she confirms, "Our fruits are badly preserved, China has better
techniques" (Ho Kim Uyen, Mo market, 11 March 2005). Figuie's participants describe
being able to detect artificial ripening by the fact that the tomatoes are a bright
homogenous red, but have green seeds inside and taste immature.
27 In a survey of 200 Hanoi households carried out by the Institute of Sociology of the Vietnam
National Center for Social Sciences and Humanities between July and September of 2002,
women made up 83% of the consumer group interviewed about food perceptions. Women
constituted almost 90% of the people responsible for food purchase and 83.5% of the people
responsible for domestic meal preparation (Figuie 2003: 11).
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There are a number of reasons to believe that this special concern about Chinese
produce has substantial symbolic as well as material origins. 28 For example, Figuie points
out that Cambodians have the same opinion of Vietnamese tomatoes that the Vietnamese
have of Chinese tomatoes (Figuie 2004a: 18). This, combined with the fact that the
liberalized Vietnamese market suffers from many of the regulatory deficiencies and
problems of contamination that China does, suggests that it may be easier to believe that
the real danger originates elsewhere. In the same light, Tran Thi Tham's findings that
although Thanh Ha litchi have a reputation as a particularly high quality product of
Vietnamese terroir, consumers are unable to identify it through blind taste-tests (Tran
2005b). Sociologist William Friedland finds similarly that despite the importance of local
origin in wine ratings, experts can not identify particular wines in blind tastings While
there are real differences in tastes or properties of foods produced in different places,
individuals' perceptions that these are objectively identifiable through their inherent
physical characteristics are also intertwined with the symbolism of national politics and
identity (Friedland 2007, Guy 2003).
Even though Hanoi consumers view Chinese fruits as inferior to local fruits in
regards to health and safety, their attractive appearance has led Vietnamese to incorporate
them as a category of food that is desirable for gifts, celebrations, and altar displays. This
is because consumers have different notions and standards for quality depending on the
way items are used. Fruit, for example, is a very popular gift-giving commodity as well
as being a daily food with numerous health benefits. As one buyer in Hom market
exclaims, "I buy these [mangoes] for worshipping [putting on the altar], mangosteens are
for eating. They taste good when we are hungry" (personal observation, Ho Kim Uyen,
Hom market, Hanoi, I April 2005). A seller asks a customer, "Do you buy to eat or
worship? If you buy to eat, those are all right, just one of them is good to display for
worshiping" (personal observation, Ho Kim Uyen, Hom Market, Hanoi, 28 June 2005).
The acceptance of Chinese fruits, despite their chemicals, also reflects an increasing
2 A recent article in the Washington Post on China's notoriety for hazardous food exports
outlines the bureaucratic confusion and lack of oversight or coordination in China's food
regulation system that has arisen in its free market economy (many aspects of which are similar to
the Vietnam story). These problems have led to numerous incidents of food poisoning from
chemicals and preservatives in China and in countries buying its imports (Cha 2007).
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feeling of having to accept more chemicals in ones' food regardless of their origin, which
I will describe more in the next part of this chapter.
After our conversation about Chinese mandarins in the office, Huong said she
would show me what to buy instead the next time we were at the market. Later, I came
down with the flu. Huong called me and asked if she could come to my house to bring me
some fruit. I already had at home a huge bag of what was incidentally the "dangerous"
Chinese fruit, brought as a "get well" gift by co-workers the day before. Huong's voice
came through the telephone, "I'm sure you don't have this kind of fruit. So I'll bring it
now, ok?" personal communication, Hanoi, April 2005). A few minutes later, she pulled
up at the gate in front of my house with a bulging plastic bag hanging from the
handlebars of her motorbike. Without dismounting from her bike, she handed me the bag
and said, "These make the best juice. Just use them to make juice - only juice, and drink a
lot to make you feel better." She rode off leaving me standing outside looking into a bag
of smallish, slightly hard, brown-spotted oranges.
As I looked at these sad-looking oranges, I guiltily wondered at first if perhaps
Huong as an individual could not afford to buy the expensive Chinese grapes and apples
that the group had pitched in to buy for me the day before. However, I knew from
experience that Huong never brought me something that was not the best of its kind. I
was baffled until I cut the orange. As I sliced into its dull mottled skin of the first orange,
I saw that the inside was a deep and brilliant orange. I cut open several other of the
oranges finding that each cut half was barely able to contain the thick, sweet, day-glow
juice of its interior as it leaked in sticky vermillion pools on the countertop. I squeezed
them into a divine juice and did so almost every day from that day forth until the season
was over. I learned from Huong and later from a street seller that these came from Hoa
Binh province in the hilly areas a few hours from Hanoi. Through Huong, I learned that
Hoa Binh has a particular reputation for its oranges that are its local specialty.
I saw here that Huong, like many Vietnamese women, possessed an almost
encyclopedic store of knowledge about local Vietnamese varieties of produce, which
allows consumers to privilege local or regional Vietnamese goods as one way of ensuring
quality. This sensibility reflects a notion that counters consumers' fear of Chinese
produce with the idea that one can protect one's self from pollution from unknown
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foreign goods by purchasing local products with an established reputation and specific
Vietnamese history (Tran 2005b). What people snack on in the doorways of shops or
between friends outside the realm of special occasions and gift-giving are very often
seasonal and/or relatively local products, which people regard with much less suspicion
than Chinese varieties despite their own potential dangers. This attitude is reflected in the
way people treat the foods before eating. For example, Vietnamese apples and the small
red and yellow plums that appear in the early spring are simply rinsed and eaten, unlike
Chinese apples whose peel is always removed, and which more than once, I am warned
to make sure to peel "since they come from China and are covered in chemicals"
(Personal communication, Hanoi, March 2005).
Poisoning the fringe: urban fears of contamination from the countryside
The belief that local foods are superior in quality and safety to foreign foods has
been greatly diminished in recent years by consumers' perception of increasing pollution
on farmlands and of unscrupulous sellers who chemically ripen or preserve their fruit like
Chinese ones. At one point or another, almost everyone I knew shared with me a story
about chemical-laden fruits with extremely long shelf lives or about someone getting sick
from chemically treated foods. For example, over dinner one evening, Linh, 23, tells me
the horror story of her aunt's friend, a fruit seller. Linh described for me a room where
the seller and her husband keep "the chemicals that make the bananas yellow" and other
such things (personal communication, Hanoi, 26 January 2005). Usually the woman's
husband performed the task of ripening the bananas but had to go away for several days.
According to Linh, he warned his wife that the chemicals were very dangerous, but for
some- reason while he was away, the woman jumped in to the chemical pool in order to
ripen a bunch of bananas. In the days and weeks afterwards, she became horribly ill with
decay of the skin on her limbs and other symptoms, and she died a couple of months
later.
Linh also tells me about a Vietnamese pineapple in her house that was given to
her family as a gift. They forgot about it in the refrigerator and when they found it, they
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saw that it had not gone bad after 50 days (Personal communication, Hanoi, 26 January
2005). This story is almost identical to Huong's story of the Chinese apple in her house
that did not go bad for a month (personal communication, Hanoi, 29 January 2005). The
prevalence of such stories reveals a general awareness and mistrust of fruits and
vegetables that are "too perfect" - really fresh-looking vegetables are considered
suspicious and dangerous unless they come from a trusted source. Circulating in these
stories are also possibilities that other aspects of the new market might be "too good to be
true." In the story of the seller who jumped in the chemical vat, there are faint whispers
of a sense that "we have poisoned ourselves."
Urban consumers' increasing suspicion of local foodstuffs stems from the
dramatic changes that have occurred in peri-urban Hanoi's agricultural lands and in the
relationship between the "city" and "country" themselves, a number of which I described
in the previous chapter. Before, I discussed how street vendors are not simple relics of
traditional Vietnam and also suggested that consumers welcome the services provided by
street vendors in their busy lives. Here, however, here, I focus on consumers' attitudes
towards street sellers as dangerous. I discuss further the ambivalence the consumers feel
about the "modernization" of agriculture, which is manifested through their attitudes
towards the countryside's most visible products, the street seller and the food itself. Street
sellers embody the force by which contaminated food threatens the safety of their
households. Consumers also view these sellers as manifestations of new unscrupulous
business morals of the free-market system. In the section below, urban consumers face
off against the perceived threats of a rural world corrupted in the new economy.
Symbolic contests of urban/rural boundary maintenance include the urban housewife
versus rural seller in a contest to obtain safe food and the urban market seller versus the
rural ambulatory vendor in a competition for customers.
Agricultural modernization and risk in the food system
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Recent risks to fresh produce in Hanoi, particularly in the form of pesticides, have
caused great concern among Hanoians:
"Urban consumers believe that the quality of their meals has
increased over the last ten years (foodstuffs are seen to be more plentiful
and more varied providing the consumer with choice). However, more
than half of them feel that the quality of food products has fallen; to such
an extent that for 65% of consumers, food products today represent a
health risk. With regards to health quality, it is in particular vegetables ...
which represent the greatest danger in the eyes of the consumers. In the
case of vegetables, it is the probable presence of pesticide residues that is
called into question. With fruits there is the added problem of the use of
preservative products in which the fruit are apparently soaked after
harvesting (a practice essentially associated with fruits imported from
China)." (Moustier, Dao, and Figuie 2003: 44)
Consumers' concern about the safety of their foodstuffs is well founded. Over the
past two decades, a number of food poisoning incidents in Hanoi and elsewhere in
Vietnam have made the public alert to and particularly concerned about the quality of
their vegetables. News reports and announcements on the public loudspeaker system have
warned Hanoi residents of incidents of pesticide poisoning and of the dangers of
chemicals in food. A 2003 study found that 88.5% of all Hanoi residents interviewed
considered vegetables to be a health hazard due to the increasing use of agrochemicals
(Figuie 2003). In another study, 100% of restaurant and hotel owners interviewed stated
that they were concerned and unsure about the safety of their fruit and vegetables (Dang
et al. 2006). Almost everyone is aware and everyone is concerned.
Many of peoples' concerns about the safety of their food are concerned to
concerns about larger changes in the structure of Hanoi's agro-food system as well as its
political economy. Some of the results from a 2002 survey of Hanoi consumers support
this assertion. For example, Figuie finds that food risks are perceived as being linked to
"the modernization of agriculture" and are thus estimated to be greater nowadays than
before (Figuie 2004b: 10). In addition, almost 70% of respondents feel that "food related
risks have always existed but they are now greater than before," and almost 87% of
respondents answered that these food related risks are "related to the modernization of
agriculture" (Figuie 2004b: 10-11). Despite the systemic origin of the chemical problem,
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Hanoi consumers have identified and focused on the rural street seller as the main source
of their troubles.
This is because the rural street seller also embodies many of the problems that
neo-liberalization has caused in Hanoi's symbolic agricultural homeland [qua] and in the
symbiotic relationship between Hanoi and its countryside. As an itinerant trader, the
vegetable peddler exists at the fringe of the network of personal relationships that
characterizes Hanoi consumers' moral economy. Because they sell potentially dangerous
items without recourse within either the market system of personal relationships or any
other external form of regulation, the rural seller has come to embody many of the larger
"out-of-control" aspects of the new economy.29
Rural sellers and the new morals of the market economy
In his study of the construction of "country" and "city" in the Zambian
copperbelt, anthropologist James Ferguson finds conflicting notions of the countryside
among urban Zambians during the process of urbanization (Ferguson 1992). A growing
urban middle class imagines an idealized version of rural "tradition" to separate and
distance their own cosmopolitan style from that of the Western white settlers (Ferguson
1992: 83). However, in literature from the 1980s the country village loses its possibility
as a safe haven, and like the city, has become corrupt and impure. Ferguson finds that this
transformation in the image of the countryside correspond to the difficulties that city
workers began to experience in their relationships with rural dependents in the
countryside.
Ferguson's findings echo my observations in Hanoi that many urban Vietnamese
cherish the images and paraphernalia of the rural life in songs, pictures, etc. yet when
confronted with the actual people of the countryside in the city, their remarks are often
much less sentimental. The value rural people and of small farmers in Hanoi is a
complicated and contradiction-filled subject. On one hand, most Vietnamese recognize
that theirs is still a largely agricultural society -that farming is their backbone
29 Ashley Pettus describes the migrant vegetable trader as "among the weakest participants in the
new market economy" (Pettus 2003: 131).
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economically and culturally. A great deal of the music and imagery in popular culture,
not to mention the folk stories still retold in households and in more traditional art forms
such as water puppet theater is still filled with images of a romanticized rural life - such
as the n6n (the conical hat worn mainly by manual laborers and workers in fields as sun
protection), water buffalo, and rice paddies. I remember one popular karaoke song in
particular which was all about the particular color green of the paddies when the rice is
young.
Yet in urban Hanoi, the actual people from the countryside are often looked down
upon and discriminated against in small ways on a daily basis. In the context of Hanoi
city, I saw and heard of country people being described both in terms of backwardness
(or nai·vet6) [nha quý] and of moral impurity in the form of street sellers. In Hanoi, the
country person - at least the one who crosses the boundary into the city, is not regarded
with the moral wholesomeness that the abstracted countryside itself. On some level, this
might be explained in terms of a violation of cultural categories, that country people who
have transgressed the urban boundary and play a functioning and continuous role in its
society are "matter out of place"' (Douglas 1966). Douglas argues that pollution taboos
play a large part in maintaining social structures. Urban Hanoians employ similar ideas of
social pollution in regards to the country people who live in the city. These country
people who make their livings in Hanoi as street hawkers, shoe shiners, motorbike
drivers, and scavengers have become a part of the city, albeit in an uncomfortable
unstable way. Their status on the social fringe challenges the vision of the city as a
modern, cosmopolitan society. In large part. this problem of country people in the city
has arisen out of the context of post- d6i mo6i. They challenge the desired and imagined
social order of a modern and rising city.
Concerns that rural street traders cause disorder in crowded urban streets are
connected to the fact that street sellers remind urban Hanoians of the simultaneous
disorder in surrounding rural areas that has increased their presence and threat in the city.
While Hanoi consumers depend upon and in many ways value the produce these vendors
bring into the city, they simultaneously consider it to be of "lesser quality" in relation to
the same agricultural products that are sold in other kinds of outlets (Figuie 2004a).
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In other ways, street vendors challenge the flimsy curtain that Hanoians have
hung around themselves to protect against the social and physical ills of the country.
Rural street vendors challenge Hanoians' ideological boundary (both spatial and
temporal) between themselves and the surrounding countryside. I experienced a number
of incidents when even people with family in the country themselves made negative
comments about people in Hanoi who were not "city" enough. These came at random
occasions, such as when, riding through the city on the back of my friend Cuong's
motorbike, we were dangerously passed by a speeding and swerving motorbike ridden by
three teenagers wearing spiked hair and denim outfits. Cuong was annoyed and said,
"Very dangerous! We call driving like that 'rat la' nha1 qua' [very country or
unsophisticated]. You can see by the first numbers on their motorbike, where they are
from." He then pointed out other license plates on motorbikes nearby to show that most
of them had the numbers that indicated Hanoi city. He then explained that the license
plate on the back of these boys' bike had different numbers from a nearby rural area
(personal communication, Hanoi, Fall 2004).
Objects - such license plates or clothing items -were almost always indicted in
the ruling of someone or thing as nhai que or else as modern by contrast, such as when my
co-worker told me my clunky shoes were "n6ng dcin" [like a peasant farmer]. Whether a
person rode a bicycle or a motorbike, for example, was another way of distinguishing the
country people from city people. I witnessed several examples of this when I spent time
with Hao, whose family lived in Hanoi but only as of several years ago. Before that, she
had lived in a rural village in neighboring Ha Tay province. Unlike many of the other
young Vietnamese I knew, Hao's household only had one motorbike for the entire
family. This meant that she often came to my house on her old bicycle. She explained
once that this singled a country person in the city streets immediately. One afternoon,
Hao arrived at my upstairs apartment. After a few minutes, she smiled and said, "You
know, I don't think your landlord knew who I was." She had been to my house before so
I was surprised to hear this. "What do you mean?" I asked. She said, "When I came here,
I didn't have my motorbike this time and he was looking out of the gate asking me who I
was and what I wanted. He was looking at my bike and he almost wouldn't let me in, but
finally he did." My landlord was a well-meaning and kindly man, but somehow I would
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not put it past him to have behaved in this way. I apologized to Hao and we laughed
together, but I could not help remembering how things always felt different when Hao
and I rode our bicycles along the roadside in crowded Hanoi traffic, the minority among a
sea of motorized vehicles, hobbling not to be hit - not so different from the farm women
and rural street vendors who pushed their bicycles along the fringe of traffic (personal
observation, 4 November 2004).
It became hard for me to separate these kinds of events from the public's distrust
of farm produce in urban markets. Part of the problem is that while rural people in
general may be looked upon with fondness as literal and fictive kin, the real rural people
who make their livings as street sellers are mobile, which makes it difficult to form long-
term relationships with the people who buy from them. In other words, while there are
exceptions to this, most people perceive street sellers as strangers. Some consumers
whom I interviewed in Hom market specifically cite the dishonesty of the street vendors
as an explanation of why they buy from regular sellers in the market.
For example, Anh Quynh, a restaurant owner who I meet shopping in Hom
market, tells me that he never buys from mobile street vendors because he doesn't know
the origin of their produce and they aren't regular/familiar [quen] sellers for him
(personal interview, Hanoi, 22 February 2005). Another shopper tells me that he never
buys from street vendors "because they don't have a trademark or label [nhan hi.u]," he
tells me. "They don't have good quality food, and here at the market they have a
reputation for cleanliness" (personal interview, Hanoi, 2 February 2005). As seen in the
previous chapter, while Hanoi consumers expect and seek out the trustworthiness of their
regular market sellers, they expect dishonesty from sellers with whom they do not have
familiar relationships.
In certain contexts, buyers and sellers express a view of trustworthiness as
established through the relationship, rather than as an inherent characteristics of the
vendor herself. The idea is that a vendor may be honest with people they know and
dishonest with people they don't know. However, street vendors have been branded as
people who cheat. This in large part because their mobility and transience prevents them
from becoming a part of the system of personal networks like other kinds of sellers.
As strangers, street sellers are not obliged to abide by the moral obligations that
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are inherent in regular buyer-seller relationships. A recent magazine article portrays the
impersonality of the sales transaction from one sellers' perspective, "Flowers! Flowers!"
a woman [customer] shouts at Sen, the seller, from down the road a-ways. Sen pedals
over for another quick sale. She talks of the impersonality of it all as, as with so many
other like other vendors - even in areas where she may sell to the same people every day -
customers address her by what she sells. 'People don't know our names, they just yell out
after whatever we may be selling,' Sen says (Vietnam Net Bridge 26 January 2007). This
example underscores the fact that while street sellers are dressed in the garb of the rural
village and therefore visually represent the "village" life that is often characterized by
personal relationships and kinship, their actual role as sellers in urban Hanoi is quite the
opposite.
I have observed sellers at fixed markets exploiting the image of street vendors as
untrustworthy in order to secure their own reputations with unfamiliar customers. The
sellers in official markets are in direct competition with street sellers and often complain
about the "lower prices and convenience of services made by sellers and vendors in
outside markets" (Nguyen 2005: 3). A significant part of fixed market vendors' ability to
sell their produce at higher prices is their claim to superior quality as well as moral
superiority i.e. selling the right quantity, having correct scales etc.
In front of the customer, vendors in official markets often play on consumers'
existing concerns that vendors in the street are dishonest, sell items laden with chemicals
and that are quality, or use faulty scales. While vendors in official markets also routinely
cheat and deceive (usually, again with customers they don't know [Pettus 2003: 200-
2003]), they often create a morally based rhetorical distance between themselves on the
inside and the street sellers outside. The inside is where sellers are honest and safe and
the outside is where sellers cheat and are potentially dangerous.
As I crouched down to buy some tangerines from the floor of Hom market one
day, I tried to bargain with the vendor, explaining that I knew what the "correct price"
was because I had just bought some of the same tangerines the day before. She answered
back "Yes, you can buy them for that price ngoai dzrdng [out in the street] but they don't
give you the right amount," she said ("they" being the street venders). "Their scales are
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wrong," she says. She went on to explain that her price was higher but her scale was
correct, implying that I would actually get a better deal when I bought from her.
While inside vendors often tried to vilify street vendors was the fact that they
were ultimately tied to each other through the larger marketing networks, the same
ruptures and inconsistencies of supply, and the same dependence on personal
relationships. In the next chapter, we will see how supermarkets use very similar kinds of
arguments to distinguish themselves from traditional market vendors in general. The
interconnection between different types of vendors in Hanoi's marketing system is visible
in the mundane and frequent exchanges of peas by the handful or bunches of cilantro
between vendors when they lack enough to fill an order. These exchanges occur between
'safe vegetable' and 'regular vegetable' vendors, between 'rural' and 'urban' vendors,
and between vendors in fixed markets and moving street vendors. Therefore, it becomes
clear that the actual individual vegetables as objects circulate regularly between different
types of vendors and change status and identity as they do so (Kopytoff 1986).
One day in Hom market, I went out to the back alley that ran from an opening in
the back corner of the market out to the street (personal observation, Hom market, 31
January 2005). This alley was not an official exit or entrance and it had been taken over
by a number of informal vendors who sold mainly vegetables but also eel and fish that
were raised in ponds near Hanoi. This crowded, bustling alley had a different feel than
the main market. It felt more like the country and street markets I had visited, with sellers
calling out left and right to "Buy!" "Buy!" I also noticed that the prices in this alley were
cheaper than in the main market, amounting to approximately what one would pay an
ambulatory vendor in the street. This alley, I realized was an informal market that had
cropped out of the formal one and was obviously tolerated by the management (perhaps
for a nominal fee).
Vendors in this section of the market were skittish about my being there. One
vendor tried to jump over her table to escape when I tried to talk to her. However, a few
vendors were willing to be interviewed. As I stood talking to one vendor, a short-haired
seller whom I recognized as one of a trio of sellers in the main market came over to this
girl's table. She smiled at me in greeting and picked up a bag of mushrooms from the
girl's table to ask their price. The girl said "4,000," which was significantly lower than in
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the main market. The seller didn't buy them, but I asked this girl if that seller normally
comes and buys vegetables from her. The girl answered, "Yes, if she runs out of
something." I asked the girl if she in turn buys from the vendors inside if she needs
something. "Yes," she said.
After talking with her, I walk out of the alley and come back around the side of
the building into the main market. The particular entrance I choose also happens to be
near the group of three vegetable vendors that includes the short haired vendor I had met
just before. Since I know them and had been regularly buying from them, I stop at their
table. I stand looking at the produce until another one of the trio of sellers asks me "What
do you want to buy?" I immediately answer, "kh6ng mua gi" [I'm not buying anything].
Then, realizing this might put her off, I said, "chrua mua" [I'm not buying yet].
It was too late. When I stopped in front of the long haired seller's stall she pointed
at her produce and said, "D&at ho7!" [More expensive!] in a loud voice. "Here it is more
expensive because we are sellers from Hanoi," she said, "If you buy from over there,"
pointing over in the direction of the vegetable alley, "Those are sellers from the country,
and it is cheaper but you will die quicker!" Then she repeated it. Her neighbor had clearly
mentioned that she had seem me in the alley and now she believed that I had been out
back buying cheaper things but would only come to them to ask questions. In her mind, I
had also violated my moral obligation as a customer of theirs. Two significant features of
this incident are 1) the strong association between the country sellers' dangerous products
and the Hanoi sellers' safer products, despite the fact that 2) 1 had just seen proof of the
fact that their products come from the same source. This incident underscores the
frustration of "official" vendors who pay taxes to sell in a market like Hom, in a market
climate where signage and certification about quality is virtually non-existent.
Anthropologist Ashley Pettus provides two examples of stories that further reflect
the street seller as both the embodiment of and intertwined in the moral dilemmas of the
new market economy. Although Pettus interprets these stories for their messages about
middle class femininity, here I suggest additional readings that focus also on the role of
the street vendor. The two types of women and their roles are interconnected at the nexus
of food provision for the population. The street seller occupies this role in the free-market
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public and the housewife occupies this role in the home, the most personalized domain in
society.
One story, which appears in a 1994 issue of Phu Nfr Vi.t Nam [Vietnamese
Woman] magazine:
"An old and injured war veteran describes an interesting lesson he
learned while shopping at a Hanoi market. His wife is a 'fat old woman'
(mu beo) who is 'busy day and night at the office'. She insists that he shop
and clean the house while she is at work. One day, he goes to the market
and encounters a young vegetable seller, who convinces him to buy a
bunch of greens for 1,000 dong. The woman assures him she is giving him
a fair price. 'When we see old men like you in the market, we feel
compassion,' she explains, 'Anyone who has the heart to charge you too
much should be punished! I assure you, Uncle.' The old man agrees to buy
the vegetables for 1000 dong. A few minutes later, he observes another
customer haggling with the same merchant. Hearing the price of 1000
dong, the woman customer curses the vegetable seller and offers only 300
dong. The seller at first refuses, and the woman walks away. But then the
seller calls her back and agrees to a price of 400 dong. The army veteran is
stupefied. '600 dong is a small sum these days. One can only pity that
vegetable seller that she has to make an oath, pretending like a play actor,
and squandering my trust.' The next day when the old man returns to the
vegetable seller to confront her for "'telling many lies,'" she interrupts his
moral tirade. "She turns to look at him with a friendly expression: 'Come
now uncle! If you agree to buy, then I sell. I never lied about anything at
all!"' (Pettus 2003: 130-131).
In this story, one can see many dimensions of the buyer-seller relationship - both
the ideal and the real - as well as the assumed roles of women in such relationships. First,
the only reason the poor man was cheated was because his wife, 'the old cow', was now
so busy with her office work outside the home that she had neglected her duties as the
procurer of food in the market. The contrast made between the man's attempts to bargain
and those of the female customer who immediately knows the "right price" make this
even more explicit.
The situation implies that if the man's wife were fulfilling her role as the shopper-
and bargainer- she would not have been cheated the way her husband was. Changing
economics are changing the roles of who shops and cooks for food - formerly a woman's
job. The sellers, also a young woman, who "obeys her own code of morality," represents
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another change in the social fabric of Hanoi in the form of "a loss of human feeling and
family values in a profit driven society" (Pettus 2003: 130-131).
In the second story, published in 1991, the young figure of the vegetable seller is
again used as a trope, yet in a different way. In this story, the rural female vegetable seller
is a model of the "nationally authentic and pre-modern feminine ideal in direct contrast to
the urban feminine type" (Pettus 2003: 131). In the story, the narrator is a young Hanoi
man, whose bicycle breaks down on a road leading into the city. By chance, a kind young
vegetable seller offers to use her heavy, produce-laden bicycle to tow him. The man is
smitten by this kind, smiling seller that is so unlike his wife who is "'rarely so happy or
so kind."'
Later, the young man sees the young girl selling vegetables as an ambulatory
vendor on the city streets of Hanoi. He sees his wife among the group of customers who
has gathered around her baskets to buy from her. "He observes his wife handle the girl's
produce and ask her in a harsh and suspicious tone ('the same tone she uses to speak to
me') whether the vegetables contain pesticides." The wife then notices his presence and
scolds him in front of everyone for being gone so long. The seller laughs sweetly and
comments on the fact that these modern urban women bully their husbands the same way
her traditional patriarchal husband bullies her at home- showing the reversal of roles that
has resulted from the new market economy (Pettus 2003: 131-132).
Pettus does not address the fact that these stories also highlight ways in which
urban women's lives have changed and how the new market economy has re-formulated
buyer-seller relations in ways that have made it more difficult for middle class urban
women to feel they can successfully fulfill their historic duties of procuring and
providing safe, nutritious food for their families. Read from this perspective, both stories
are also about how urban women are now forced, as a result of the new economy to rely
on trust in others - unfamiliar sellers or their own family members, to obtain safe food.
One working woman must trust her husband to buy food for the right prices when she
would have previously done so herself, and the other woman harshly questions the
unknown seller about whether the vegetables contain pesticides because, as the common
knowledge of the first story demonstrates, unfamiliar vendors cheat!
The above stories contain many different aspects of consumers' ambivalence
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about the new market economy. They reveal concerns about the destruction of positive
morals in both the urban and rural milieus, embodied by both the urban middle class
housewife and by the poor rural street seller. They also reveal concerns about the morals
of buying and selling in the new economy as well as the importance placed on the
housewife in defending the inside world of the home from new dangers appearing in the
outside world. There are also elements of class conflict between the opposing interests of
different women's pursuits in this new moral and economic environment.
Women and the Mitigation of Risk in the Home
In the rest of this chapter, I focus on women's responsibility for procuring and
preparing food in the market. In this chapter, the notion of boundaries and risk takes on a
layered meaning: at the same time that the boundaries of women's roles are being
challenged by post- d6i m!ri work opportunities, their role in safeguarding the family and
home from perceived risks caused by the breakdown of other kinds of boundaries (rural-
urban, trade regulations), is particularly important.
Ashley Pettus shows that this is notion also found in the government's
nationalistic ideals for women. In the post-cold War era, women's labor and house-
holding skills became "the governmental priorities of building a globally-fit middle class
and strengthening national culture" and have therefore "produced new discourses of
femininity that promote women's domestic talents as key to the Vietnamese family's
prosperity and stability" (Pettus 2003: 141). Today, urban women can be seen as
attempting to protect their families' health in a changed market atmosphere that has made
the quality of things less certain.
- My interviews with urban female buyers in Hom market reveal a sense of
vigilance among them in making sure that their families' food is safe. Unlike in many
industrial countries, where many shoppers buy only for themselves as individuals,
consumers in Hanoi markets are almost without exception buying for a family or group of
people. Often the shopper is also the cook, which means that the consumer is the primary
agent responsible for ensuring that the food is of good quality or is healthy.
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I witnessed women assume this role outside of markets as well - the most
prominent example of which was at a buffet - which might be viewed in other contexts as
the ultimate example of individualized "self-serve" dining. One afternoon, I sat in one of
the dining rooms at the Sofitel Plaza, a towering skyscraper of a hotel complex that
featured a daily buffet lunch and dinner of mixed Western and Vietnamese foods. More
than half of the people in the hotel were local Vietnamese. At one end of the room stood
a large dessert table, which held many different kinds of French pastries and many plates
of cut fruit (personal observation, Hanoi, 10 October 2004).
Having been in Hanoi long enough to know how good and relatively cheaply
many kinds of local tropical fruit could be purchased, I was surprised to see the fruit
selection at the dessert table. Most outstanding were the peeled apple slices so brown and
dried that I initially thought they were Madeline cookies. (This was before I learned that
the Vietnamese never eat "Western" apples, which came from China, without peeling
them first). A number of wealthy looking Vietnamese diners were circling the dessert
table. Most of the foreigners were filling up with different pastries that are the kind of
things most people do not have the time or knowledge to make at home. The Vietnamese
diners took much more fruit and only small amounts of the pastry. The passion fruit were
especially popular.
Women were particularly active around the fruit table. I watched as several
women carefully and quickly sorted through the fruit as if they were at a market vendor's
stall. Their eyes glanced over the bad pieces, in one case, the woman picked up half of a
passion fruit, looked at it, and then put it back down on the tray. I watched as several of
these women then carried their loaded plates back for everyone to share at the family
table. It was not until after I had begun my market study that I realized the women's
behavior of selecting out and bringing back the best pieces of cut fruit to their tables at
the Sofitel mirrored their behavior in public markets. In both cases, women were
responsible for selecting food items according to their taste and scrutiny.
The housewife has the large responsibility of selecting and preparing food not
only according to her individual taste and standards, but to those of an unseen group of
people that is not physically present in the market. Consumers take this responsibility
very seriously. Even very experienced consumers still take the time to lift, hold, and
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inspect individual leaves or pieces, commenting on any feature that seems out of place.
The extended group of people is a frequent background presence in the market
transactions. The tastes and needs of family members come up often in conversations
between buyer and seller. For example, the earlier durian buyer says, "My husband
doesn't know how to eat it (the durian). That day, he hated it and right after eating it he
cursed at it" (personal observation, Ho Kim Uyen, Hom Market, Hanoi 1 April 2005).
Later in this buyer's story, she more explicitly identifies herself as both the food provider
and protector of the family when she describes rescuing the babies from eating sour
durian in their porridge, "Lucky that day I didn't put it into the porridge. Lucky I tasted it
first" (Ho Kim Uyen, Hom market, 1 April 2005). In this scene, the role of this woman is
not only as the food buyer, but also as the cook and taster - the sole barrier between all of
the potentially bad food on the outside and the good foods eaten in the home.
The families behind the shoppers become visible in many of the conversations in
the form of preferences for specific family members. These consumers are
representatives of the needs and wants of a group of people. Buyers sometimes use the
words "we" instead of "I" and refer to the specific tastes of family members.
Seller 3: "What do you want?"
Buyer 3: "Plums."
Seller 3: "Buy plums over there."
Seller 2: "How many kilos do you want? I'll choose for you."
Buyer 3: "My child said that the ones I bought the other day were so sweet. After
that, I couldn't buy such sweet plums. Choose some in the house." (meaning the
place where most of the plums are placed before being displayed in the stall).
Seller 3: "Do you buy only plums?"
Buyer 3: "We don't eat tangerines these days. We just like plums."
Seller 3: "I like eating tangerines, but I'm afraid they are hot for the health."
Buyer 3 (tastes several plums while choosing the plums for weighing): "My niece/
nephew said that I bought so few the other day."
Seller 1: "Add two more in, that's 1.5 kilos."
(Ho Kim Uyen Hom June 12, 2005)
*i * *
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Buyer 21: "I intend to buy 5 kilos today but they all have yellow stems. I'm not
going to buy these 4 peaches. If they are good and cost 35.000 tomorrow, put
some aside for me."
Seller: "They will be brought a lot here tomorrow. When it is mature, it is red
here."
Buyer 21: "They are inedible."
Seller: "But they are very cheap."
Buyer 21: "I would forget if you didn't ask me. My children don't eat that. I like
sweet ones."
(Ho Kim Uyen, Hom market, 2 April 2005)
Because fruit are often bought as gifts for the sick due to their known health
properties, the sick person is often discussed when buying fruit:
Buyers 18 [a couple] (The woman says) "How much are those oranges?"
Seller 2: "Those are 20.000 dong."
Buyer 18: "Can't you sell for less?" (Husband: "Dear, buy the good ones").
Seller 2: "These aren't good. They have thick skin."
Buyer 18: "I'm buying them for a sick person. Are they sweet? Choose good ones
for me."
Seller 2: "Buy 8 oranges. 2 kilos."
(Ho Kim Uyen, Mo Market, 7 May 2005)
One familiar customer comes looking for a particular kind of sweet local orange,
explaining that her grandson has a cough. The seller tells her that she has none of that
kind of orange available in this season. The buyer then looks at the tangerines, initially
dismissing them with the comment that they aren't sweet. Instead of arguing with her, the
seller offers her the oranges that are available, but warns her, "I'm afraid that these Ha
Giang oranges are mixed with chemicals. There are no fresh oranges." The seller then
suggests that she buy the tangerines instead, adding that they are cool and sweet for the
grandson's health. The buyer accepts this advice and buys the tangerines after a very
brief-bargain on the price.
Buyer 5: "How much is I kilo of tangerines?"
Seller 2: "25.000."
Buyer 5: "Are sweet oranges, Canh oranges, available?"
Seller 3: "No, they are available in the-summer."
Seller 2: "Which oranges are sweeter? Canh oranges are only available in the
summer ... mangoes are sweet. There are no sweet green mangoes."
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Buyer 5: "Tangerines are not sweet. My grandson has a cough, so I buy some for
him." [this person also bought some days before].
Seller 2: "You should buy oranges for him."
Seller 2: "I'm afraid that Ha Giang oranges are mixed with chemicals. There's no
fresh orange."
Seller 2: "Why don't you buy 1 kilo of tangerines? They are sweet and cool.
These are 3.1 kilos and a half (of 100 grams)."
Buyer 5: "How much are they?"
Seller 2: "I sell to you at a preferred price - 16.000. To others I charge 17.000 or
18.000. These were picked directly from the fields."
Buyer 5: "Is 15.000 o.k? I don't like the tasteless ones. Can you give me one more
basket or bag?"
Seller 2: "The oranges look so good. Why didn't you let him/her [nd is a pronoun
which can refer to either a girl or boy; probably referring to a house helper who is
with her] go and help you carry the things? Nearly 25.000, you can't even buy
these at the price of 25.000 dong even in Kim Lien or Hang Be. Yesterday, my
sister had some business and bought some with the price of 20.000 in Khuong
Thuong. They are much worse than mine."
(Ho Kim Uyen, Mo market, 11 March 2005)
A woman comes by with her daughter. The daughter says, "I want peaches."
Buyer: [To her daughter] "No, you are ill, you can't eat peaches."
Seller: [To the buyer's daughter] Peaches are not good for health. Peaches
are not delicious. Eat Thai longans. [To the buyer] Don't let her eat
lychees and peaches. Eat those big ones, they are good. Thin skin and
big."
(Personal observation, Ho Kim Uyen, Hom Market, 28 June 2005)
On another day, a woman comes to the stand and says,
"Since Tet, I sometimes come to buy grapes. One person in my family has
stomach operation, so I don't know what to buy."
Seller 1: "So, just buy some custard apples."
Buyer: "I intended to buy some oranges."
Seller 2: "There's much acid in oranges."
(Personal observation, Ho Kim Uyen, Hom market, 13 June 2005)
In these cases, trust between buyer and seller allows the seller to advise the
buyer's selection according to her knowledge of the buyer's family or situation. The
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buyer often accepts and follows this advice. Sellers also often provide advice and
information on cooking, processing, storage, and preparation, and the quality of their
products. Sellers, who are almost all women themselves, have similar experience in the
food provider role of their customers, and use this to help their regular customers.
Figure 14: Preparing lunch, Hoi An. (photo by author)
Housewives and market expertise
The manner in which consumers prepare food before consumption is related to
their perceptions of the items' source and to their trust in the vendor. While people are
wary of Chinese fruits even with trusted vendors, local fruits and vegetables are also
treated especially carefully when bought from unfamiliar sources are things to be. For
example, C6 Yen, a woman I originally met in Hom market, prepares vegetables that she
buys from street vendors differently than the ones she buys from her trusted sellers:
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MH: "The other day you said that you buy from ambulatory vendors, but that
if you do you have to treat the vegetables carefully. Do you treat them differently
that you treat the vegetables that you buy in Hom market?"
CY: "I buy from the safe vegetable stand in Hom market."
MH: "How do you treat vegetables from the street?"
CY: "I wash them many times and soak them in salt water. I wash them many
times and soak them in salt water [ngdm muoi]."
MH: "Do you do the same with vegetables from Hom market?"
CY: "No. I don't soak them in salt water because I trust the vendor."
(Personal interview, Hanoi, 24 February 2005)
C6 Yen's statement reflects the fact that most housewives possess a wide and
detailed body of experience and knowledge related to food and markets that they draw
from when making even the most seemingly basic choices about where to shop, what to
buy, and how to buy it. This experience constitutes a form of expertise that these women
rely upon to ensure the health and safety of their families' food. In Hanoi, consumers
believe that if they are educated and knowledgeable about what quality should look and
taste like in a range of different items then they are not simply "sitting ducks" for wily
sellers. This knowledge is taught and passed down among family members and friends
who go shopping together. Notions of quality are therefore based on a consumer culture
of learned self-expertise.
Researchers have documented the great trust that Hanoi consumers place in
housewives to mitigate food-borne risks themselves in the market place and in the home
(Figuie 2004b; Gia et al. 11). For example, while the majority (59.6%) of respondents in
Figuie's survey feel that the quality of foodstuffs in the market in general has decreased
in the last 10 years, almost 94% percent of respondents believe that the "quality of their
meals has improved." These findings seem to contradict themselves. Yet one must
consider the transformation that housewives render in the foodstuffs between their
purchase in the market and their consumption in meals. While almost 60% of respondents
answer that foodstuffs today are either "rather" or "very" dangerous, almost 50% of
respondents answer that "the consumer can protect himself relatively well" or
"completely", and 88% percent of respondents answer that food related risks "do not
have significant consequences on health" (Figuie 2004b: 10- 11). Despite the fact a WHO
study found that 60% of food-borne illness occurred in family meals, almost 90% of
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housewives surveyed felt that people eating meals that they themselves were either "not
really" or "not at all" dangerous (Figuie 2003: 19, 15).
The large degree of agency that Hanoians place on the individual in the home for
defusing the food of its risky qualities also provides an answer to why the public has
taken no collective steps towards demanding better food quality- either in the form of
protest or spending behavior. Instead, consumers have focused on using their own
cultural practices and circuits of supply in order to ensure as safe a product as possible.
The culture of risk here focuses on the individual in protecting him/herself, and in cases
of poisoning, self-blame. Hanoi consumers attribute a large degree of personal
responsibility to themselves or to those preparing their food for ridding the food of
residual chemicals. A survey of Hanoians' attitudes about food poisoning, finds that over
fifty percent of people interviewed blamed "ignorant people" and/or "those who don't
pay attention to hygiene" for becoming victims of food poisoning, compared with one-
third of respondents who believed that "everybody is affected" (Figuie 2003:17). This
underscores the fact that a majority of Hanoians view individual responsibility as a large
factor in the prevention of food-borne maladies.
This individualization of risk management does not mean that consumers do not
recognize contaminated water, soils, or other agricultural inputs as the origins of their
problem. Consumers' extensive knowledge of local agricultural geography in regards to
their foodstuffs suggests quite the opposite. For example, Figuie's respondents reveal a
preference for water morning glory vegetables [rau muong] grown in ponds rather than in
dry rice-fields and, especially for those grown in the Ngoc Ha quarter of Hanoi "due to
the fact that Ngoc Ha ponds have only recently been set up for agriculture" which
presumably incorporates the belief that the lands are less contaminated (Figuie 2004a:
22). In other words, consumers demonstrate a detailed understanding of the geography of
contamination in which they live. It seems to be generally agreed upon in government
and lay circles alike that many of the basic resources (air, water, soil) in agricultural areas
are polluted and that this is affecting food quality.3?
Y) Though the extent of the damage and its source is often a source of local contestation (Vu
2005).
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Yet, environmental risk is tied to other forms of social risk and morality. In
Vietnam, strong notions about the role of the woman as the housewife and protector of
family health are currently challenged by changes in the social and economic
configuration. As women's roles are changed and challenged, consumers appear to be
emphasizing gender-based methods of mitigating risk that represent stability during a
time of change. To demonstrate this point, it may be useful to compare the emphasis on
the vigilance of what Figuie describes as "good housekeeping" among Hanoi housewives
with Americans' emphasis on government and industry regulation in the recent public
controversy over contaminated vegetables in the United States (Figuie 2003: 15).
In Hanoi, frequent news reports as well as announcements on the local
loudspeaker systems throughout the 1990s publicized incidents of food poisoning and
also the existence of pollution in farming areas to residents of Hanoi as well as in the
farming communities themselves (Figuie et al. 2006: 11; Van Den Berg et al. 2003: 48;
Moustier, Bridier, and Nguyen 2002: 1). Examples of such reports include one article
stating that the number of people poisoned by contaminated fruits and vegetables had
increased by 34% in the year 1998 from the previous year (Vietnam News 5 July 1999
qtd. in Moustier, Bridier, and Nguyen 2002:1). An article in Vietnam Economic News
reports, "Five hundred workers of a paper joint venture enterprise in Binh Duong
province succumbed to food poisoning because of eating toxic vegetables" (Quoc Bao
1999). On the 27th of August in 2005, 263 workers in a textile factory were victims of
food poisoning after eating in their factory cafeteria near Ho Chi Minh City (Vietnam
Express online quoted in Figuie et al. 2006: 11).
In the 1993-1994 year, about 600 cases of food poisoning due to chemically
contaminated vegetables were reported in Hanoi. Between March 9th and 10th of 2002,
eighteen patients were admitted to Thanh Nhan Hospital in Hanoi with symptoms of
dizziness, headache, nausea, and stomachache. They all reported eating morning glory at
lunch. Doctors suspected that organic phosphates found in the morning glory poisoned
the people. Organic phosphates are one of the active ingredients in pesticides that are
banned in Vietnam. Then, less than two weeks later fifteen people were admitted to Bach
Mai Hospital. These people were diagnosed with food poisoning as a result of eating
Malabar spinach that farmers had just sprayed with Monitor, a forbidden pesticide. The
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next month in April, another fifteen people went to Bach Mai Hospital after eating
morning glory laced with phosphates.
In the fall of 2006, in the U.S., many of the top news stories featured outbreaks of
food poisoning from bacterially contaminated spinach and other bagged greens. More
than 200 people in 26 states were sickened and three people were killed by spinach
contaminated with E. coli 0157:H7. At least 183 people in 21 states got salmonella from
tainted tomatoes served at restaurants. And more than 160 people in New York, New
Jersey and other states were sickened with E. coli after eating at Taco Bell restaurants
(Schlosser 2006). These incidents were not the first episodes of food poisoning from
fresh produce in the U.S. For example, a 2003 outbreak of hepatitis A was traced back to
green onions grown in Mexico.
For example, in an article titled, "Has Politics Contaminated the Food Supply?"
Eric Schlosser argues, "part of the problem is that the government's food-safety system is
underfinanced, poorly organized and more concerned with serving private interests than
with protecting public health" (Schlosser 2006). Marion Burrows' article, "Growing Peril
on Path from Field to Plate" sets about trying to explain how and why "outbreaks of
food-borne illness from produce have increased drastically as the way fruits and
vegetables are grown, distributed and consumed has fundamentally changed" (Burrows
2006). A slew of other news articles about the outbreaks similarly focused on the failures
of the government industrial complex to protect our food. -
In one instance, an epidemiologist from the Center for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) explicitly downplays the role of an individual consumer in protecting
their own health. He is quoted as saying, "Unlike other food safety problems, this one is
not going to be solved with consumer education. With a product eaten right out of the bag
there is relatively little a consumer can do" (Burrows 2006). 33
31 http://vnexpress.net/ March 1 I'h, March 2 5th, and April 16th 2002.
32 See also: Michael Pollan "The Way We Live Now: The Vegetable Industrial Complex" (15
October 2006 NYT); Matthew L. Wald "Second Company is Implicated in Outbreak Linked to
Spinach" (18 September 2006 NYT); Marion Burrows "Produce is Growing Source of Food
Illness" 16 September 2006.
3 The bagged spinach/ processed vegetables caused the E. coli outbreak in the U.S. differ from
the vegetables that Vietnamese housewives buy and prepare in that they have been pre-prepared
for consumers so that they are "ready to eat."
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However, in the early days of the U.S. outbreak, before recourse could be found
in particular companies or in the larger faulty system, it is interesting to see that
consumers were advised to follow in-home preparation techniques that closely resemble
the daily practices of Vietnamese housewives:
"Consumers can reduce their chances of eating contaminated raw fruits and
vegetables. Experts recommend the following:
-Scrub produce thoroughly under running water. But do not wash food from
packages labeled triple-washed, to prevent cross-contamination in the home.
-Wash and dry the exterior of all fruits and vegetables, including cantaloupe.
-Scrape skin of carrots and cucumbers.
-Prevent cross-contamination with raw meats, fish and poultry.
-Do not snack from produce displays in supermarkets.
-Young children, the elderly and those with compromised immune systems may
want to eat cooked or canned fruits and vegetables."
(Burrows 16 September 2006)
Neither in Vietnam nor in the U.S. are individuals able to fully protect
themselves, aside from stopping consumption of the product. Nor, in either case, does the
government seem able (or willing) to fully protect the consumers by addressing the
problem at its root (Michael Pollan cites the example of how in the U.S., beef processors
began irradiating E. Coli contaminated beef during the outbreak a few years ago,
"sterilizing the manure, in other words, rather than removing it from our food").34 In both
cases, there is uncertainty about whom to blame, how, and where to fix the problem. As
Beck notes, "where there is pollution, it is difficult to solve the riddle of responsibility"
(1995: 133). In both cases consumers know that larger forces are the cause of their
poisoned foods.
Despite these similarities, Vietnamese news accounts focus on listing the numbers
of people and the name of the (usually factory cafeteria) location where people got sick,
while U.S. news reports focus almost solely on the role of government and large industry
in creating the problem. This highlights the fact that in Vietnam, mitigation of food-borne
risk is assumed to be primary domain of the individual - in particular the housewife or
person preparing the food. This contrasts with the U.S., where mitigating food borne risk
is assumed to be primary domain of regulatory bodies and industry.
34 Pollan 2006.
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The acts of buying and preparing food with different Vietnamese acquaintances
revealed the large extent to which Hanoi consumers view food poisoning from food-
borne pathogens or chemicals as largely preventable by a variety of preparation
techniques in the home. People sometimes mention uncontrollable elements in the
environment such as poor water quality, but do not and can not account for in these in
home preparation practices. Therefore, while informants often acknowledged the
increased amounts of pollutants in agricultural fields or poor water quality, they paid
careful attention to the preparation techniques at hand without much discussion of the
larger infrastructural problems.35
This comparison of the different ways of perceiving risk and accountability in
cases of food-borne illness in Vietnam and the U.S. underscores the fact that perception
of risk is an inherently social process:
"Once the idea is accepted that people select their awareness of
certain dangers to conform with a specific way of life, it follows that
people who adhere to different forms of social organization are disposed
to take (and avoid) different kinds of risk. To alter risk selection and risk
perception, then, would depend on changing the social organization"
(Douglas and Wildafsky 1982: 9).
This notion that risk selection and perception is tied inextricably to social
institutions is noticeable in the Vietnam case. Focusing, for example, on the scientific
efficiency of housewives' in-home preparation techniques without understanding the
significance of the housewife in Vietnamese society, overlooks the fact that performing
these practices is not only about physically cleaning the food, but also about preventing
another kind of risk - that a woman might not perform such practices and thus abandon
her role in protecting the family. This is the popular trope that appears in Pettus'
women's magazine stories (Pettus 2003: 130-131, 225).
35 During my recent trip back to Vietnam in December of 2006, another foreigner pointed out
something to me that I had often heard but not thought about in this context. We were talking
about how we had both been sick more than once recently and that it seemed to be related to the
very bad air pollution. She said, "Yes, and the Vietnamese always talk about it [getting sick] as
the 'change in weather."' True, this is the most common reason I have heard to explain a cold or
flu - or else "the weather is horrible." But only few people talked about "air pollution," or "dirty
air," although everyone acknowledges the pollution problem.
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Beck supports the notion that dangers found in modem society, which are
"impossible to calculate," require greatly increased labor by "housewives and mothers" in
particular (Beck 1995: 52). Beck also emphasizes the burden on the individual as the
mitigator of risk. These women "must now privately clear away the socially created
hazards that break in on all sides." Furthermore, the failure of larger institutions to protect
the consumer and her family - which in their failure, "permit and normalize the poisons"
then threaten to turn what is really a social problem "into the personal guilt of the
mother" (Beck 1995: 53). In Beck's statement, there are echoes of the housewives in
Figuie's survey who believe that foodstuffs in general are "more dangerous" now but
who also describe meals eaten in the home as more delicious and as posing "little danger"
to those who eat them. The danger is out there, and the housewife with her labor and
techniques are what will transfigure the dangerous substances into something that feeds
and nurtures.
In the case of the housewife's failure to perform these tasks, they subject their
entire family to illness. My friend Mai tells me that her own family had been poisoned
once. While I had heard about some poisoning incidents in Hanoi from agricultural
chemicals, she was the only person I knew who had experienced it first-hand. Mai was
the first one to get sick. At first, she felt dizzy but just thought it was a cold. Her father
gave her some cold medicine, but later when she started vomiting, she realized that "it
was not just a cold". She explained that she was the first to fall ill because she had been
the one cooking the vegetable. She ate a piece to see if it was cooked enough. The next
morning, the rest of her family who had eaten the vegetables complained of bad dreams
and one uncle had also been vomiting during the night.
Lay expertise and the mitigation of risk
Housewives and their families place strong faith in their ability to make food safe
through their know-how and skill. This expertise includes a) using in-home preparation
techniques to rid food of potentially harmful substances, b) a system of visually
identifying food that is safe or not safe, and c) a vast local and regional knowledge of
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good quality Vietnamese produce. These practices comprise a system of lay science and
folk knowledge that reflects a belief in the consumers' own abilities as experts in
mitigating risk.
I argue also, based on Bruno LaTour's argument that techniques hold the status of
actors ("nonfigurative characters") in social dramas, that household risk-mitigation
practices like salt water soaking are also doing the symbolic work of allowing the
housewife to feed her family in a "safe" way under otherwise unsafe circumstances
(LaTour 1994: 240-241). Like the little man that LaTour describes, who works the giant
spit of the meat roaster at the Hotel-Dieu de Beaune with the aid of a hidden heavy stone,
housewives employ household techniques such as soaking, trimming, or other methods,
in order to uphold the ideal - to herself and to others - that she as an individual can
perform what is really an insurmountable task for any one person. Without these silent
and mundane techniques, people are faced with constant anxiety about the food they eat.
The first two practices -the use of in-home preparation techniques and visually
identifying food, reflect an array of sensibilities that are at once universal and culturally
specific, products of historical practices and of contemporary cifcumstances. One
outstanding feature of meal preparation in Hanoi is the substantial degree to which people
wash and prepare their produce before eating. Throughout my time in Hanoi, I began to
see more deeply how many of the important standards for preparing a meal were also
strong values in other aspects of the culture. This notion of cleaning food also applies to
washing clothes, and dishes - and ultimately to the way people perceive of an invisible,
sometimes supernatural world around them. Over time, I observed many instances in
which the Vietnamese also acknowledge the unseen. This includes many things from
ancestral spirits whose altars in every home and storefront are tended and filled with
bananas, bean cakes, and trinkets, to more mundane physical matters such as the
substances one puts in and on their body.
The common set of reasons, or "instincts," among these seemingly disparate
practices corresponds to what Bourdieu refers to as "habitus." Habitus is a matrix of
"perceptions, appreciations, and actions" that make possible the achievement of
"infinitely diversified tasks, thanks to the analogical transfers of schemes permitting the
solution of similarly shaped problems" (1992: 83). Bourdieu describes this matrix or
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habitus as a "unifying principle of practices" that inhabits different domains or sub-
systems in society, as diverse as "matrimonial strategies, fertility strategies, or economic
choices" (Ibid.) One of the common matrixes in Vietnam that holds things together is the
respect and awareness that the Vietnamese have for the potential power that unseen
things may have on their daily lives: this includes anything from ancestral spirits to soap
scum. This includes the belief that these things can be tended to easily with simple means
- so long as they are practiced unfailingly, for example, 94.5% of Figuie's housewives
say they soak produce in salty water before washing (Figuie 2003: 15). Fruits or
packaged cakes - whatever is available- may be placed on altars; vegetables simply need
to be soaked in salted water or vinegar and peeled; dishes need to be rinsed thoroughly.
Follow these simple practices with simple materials vigilantly, and one has satisfied their
duty of self-protection.
After my friend Mai tells me about her food poisoning incident, I ask her what she
does at home to prevent future incidents. "Normally," she tells me, she uses "a spoonful
of salt or vegetable cleaner" (personal communication, Hanoi, 10 October 2005).
(Vegetable cleaner comes in bottles similar to other household cleaners and is meant to
help rid vegetables of unwanted chemicals, as well as to sterilize them against bacteria.)
Mai instructed me to "soak my vegetables in this solution for 30 minutes and then rinse
them well. A few days later when I saw Mai again, she also told me that in the case of
poisoning or suspected poisoning, one should "eat lemon to help cure it."
I wondered if this particular belief in self-protection through daily household
items is an example of Bourdieu's argument that habitus is "history turned into nature"
(1992: 78). In this case, such a belief allows any and all mindful participants to take care
of themselves and those around them with very little need for money or goods much
beyond those found in a simple household. It seems likely that this type of mentality has
been formed at least in part by successive bouts of scarcity that have led people over
time, to develop a culturally acceptable way of dealing with risk with limited resources.
Worry only emerges when such practices are violated. One afternoon, after
making lunch with my two-coworkers Huong and Thao, the three of us stood at the sink
doing the dishes. All of a sudden, Huong admonished me, "Chi Meg! You have to rinse it
more than that!" (personal communication, Hanoi, 20 February 2005). I showed Huong
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the plate in my hands to demonstrate that there were no suds on it and that it was not
slippery with unseen soap residue, which had always been my dishwashing criteria. "No,
but that is still not long enough," she said. She held the dish under the water and rubbed it
some more, "you're not washing all of the chemicals off."
It had not occurred to me before to think of dish washing liquid as a harmful
chemical. After all, I used it multiple times a day to make my dishes "clean" and safe for
eating from. Somewhere in my own cultural education, I had drawn a line between the
dish soap, for example, as harmless in contrast with other dangerous substances like ant
spray or ammonia. Huong's reaction challenged the reasoning of this boundary by
enlarging the scope of potentially harmful substances.
Figure 15: Washing dishes after lunch, outside of Hanoi. (photo by author)
One week after the dish washing incident, I stood at the same sink rinsing out the
plastic tub that I had used to soak my swimsuit. I was rinsing the tub in preparation to
soak my tomatoes before dinner - another habit learned from various acquaintances in
Hanoi to rid them of excess chemicals. I stood at the sink running water in the basin for
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what I finally realized was a very long time. At least it was much longer than I ever
would have rinsed the tub at home. I realized that unconsciously, I had been following
the admonitions of my Vietnamese acquaintances, rinsing unseen chemicals from the tub
as I had seen them do with plates, utensils, and clothing on numerous occasions. I
realized that I had been making sure that all of the invisible chemicals of chlorine had
been removed from the basin in order to have a "clean" uncontaminated tub for the
tomatoes. It also reinforced how quickly behavior can be learned and unlearned
especially when associated with fear or danger.
Soaking vegetables in salt water is one of the most common in-home methods for
treating vegetables by cooking - the standard practice is to soak them in a tub of salt
water for 30 to 60 minutes, to rid them of chemical residue and bacteria (Personal
observation, Hanoi, 2004-2005; see also Figuie and Goli: 2003). Most of the people that I
interviewed used salt, or in some cases, vinegar, while the soaking times and methods
differed according to people. After soaking them in the solution of choice, vegetables are
then rinsed thoroughly in clear water before being carefully peeled and trimmed.
A few Vietnamese research institutes, including the National Institute of Plant
Protection and the National Institute of Nutrition, have occasionally conducted studies to
test the scientific merits of these household practices. These studies have found that
soaking and washing in plain water for various times was often as effective for rinsing off
pesticide residues, and that no method removed more than half of the pesticide residues
(Figuie and Goli 2003). Salt, the most common agent used by housewives, had not by the
time of publication been tested for its pesticide removal properties. It was found, like
vinegar, to be decent at stopping the birth of new bacteria colonies.
Unfortunately, nobody in Hanoi uses the amount of salt that scientists found to be
effective, because the recommended concentrations of 50 grams per liter would blanch
the vegetables and make them dry. Instead, based on personal observation, housewives
usually drop a few teaspoons into the water Hanoi consumers use only a few teaspoons
per basin of water, which often holds about six to ten liters of water. While it is unclear
how and when the use of salt soaking for pesticides arose, however it seems likely that
what was formerly a way of keeping bacterial contamination at a minimum has evolved
into a solution for a more recent source of contamination - agricultural chemicals.
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The soaking method represents an imperfect solution to imperfect situation. In an
environment where currently, the regulation of public health risks such as water quality
and agricultural chemicals is emerging but nascent, housewives use what they have
access to in order to devise the best practical solutions and to mitigate the risk for
themselves. A conversation with 26-year-old Ngoc underscores the ritualistic dimension
of these techniques:
"How do Vietnamese make sure their vegetables are clean?" I asked (personal
communication, 24 September 2004). Ngoc turns her head slightly back towards me from
her seat on the motorbike. "We soak them in water with salt," she says. "Like a teaspoon
in the tub for half an hour or an hour. Then we rinse them. That takes the chemicals out."
"But then what do you do to treat the water you rinse the vegetables in?" I ask. It
seemed to me that rinsing the salt off of vegetables with tap water that was contaminated
with heavy metals and bacteria would not free them of contamination.
Ngoc does not appear to understand my question. "You just rinse the vegetables
to get the salt off," she answers.
"No," I say, "but what do people do to make sure no bacteria are in the water?"
"That's what you use the salt for," she says (confirming the idea that the salt has a
double use for both chemicals and bacteria).
We seem back where we started.
"But what about the water you rinse the vegetables with?" I ask again.
She then thinks for a minute. Clearly, no one has challenged the circularity of this
dilemma. This question raises the ultimate problem that a large source of the risk is
contaminated water, which is ultimately un-solvable by the individual cook her or
himself.
After remaining silent for a moment, Ngoc finally answers. "I think that's ok,"
she said.
My point in telling this story is not to question or defend the scientific merits of
housewives' practices, which have been shown anyway to "work" in some ways and not
in others. Rather it is to show how these individuals are drawing from a hybrid set of
knowledge and practices in order to mitigate and manage multiple kinds of risk
simultaneously in the absence of social structures to effectively do so for them.
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Figure 16: tomatoes and eggplant soaking in salt water, Hanoi. (photo by author)
Visual classification
The market is one of the initial sites where housewives employ their market
knowledge. In the marketplace, housewives employ a set of experientially learned skills
that include both a knowledge of what "safe" or "quality" specimen should look like and
how to locate these at particular outlets. The store of visual cues that many housewives
look for, for example, include produce that is "too perfect", which signals for them that it
has probably been chemically treated. Figuie describes this set of sensibilities as a
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housewife's "own quality indicators" or "proxis" built through the experience of buying
(Figuie 2004a: 31).
This system of visually classifying produce serves as a compliment the practice of
building personal relationships with vendors, because it enables consumers to buy
produce from unknown vendors with a degree of confidence in their own choices. Being
able to visually identify quality produce is the key feature that allows housewives to buy
from strangers without other external quality assurances. Women who possess this skill,
for example buy from street vendors without too much worry, like the old woman who
tells me, "Yes, I buy from the ambulatory vendors if I need to buy something cheap or if
it looks fresh and clean" (personal interview, 22 February 2005). For consumers who feel
confident in their mastery of this skill, locating vegetables of the best physical quality
comes ahead of- their desire even to buy from known vendors.
Figure 17: Vegetables at market. (photo by author)
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"Fresh and Good"
Most often, older women are the consumers who express this confidence, and
they often explain the reasons for initially buying from vendors who later became regular
trusted vendors is because they saw that these vendors' produce was "fresh and good." A
study of Hanoi consumers' perceptions of vegetables also finds that "freshness is an
essential characteristic of food quality in Asia as mentioned by 96% of our sample group"
(Figuie 2003: 16, Simoons 1991). Most often, this standard of freshness amounts to "the
distance from field to chopstick" (Figuie 2003: 19).
Because Hanoians are still so geographically close to their fresh vegetable supply
and the dominant local distribution chains are so short, most of Hanoi's urban markets
are able to achieve high standards of freshness. Hanoians are thus able to hold their
produce to an equally high standard. In Vietnam, refrigerated chains of produce
distribution -or "cool chains" 36 - are only beginning to emerge. Vegetables are usually
produced and consumed very locally. A 2002 study by the International Food Policy
Research Institute (IFPRI) shows that on the national average, 43% of fruits and
vegetables consumed by Vietnamese households are produced at home (Figuie 2003: 6).
In regards to the city of Hanoi itself, another study finds that year-round, more than three-
quarters of leafy vegetables are produced less than 20 km away from Hanoi's city center,
and during the cooler half of the year, temperate vegetables such as tomatoes and carrots
are primarily produced in peri-urban Hanoi as well (Hoang et al. 2003). In other words,
"fresh" in Hanoi requires a very short time and distance (almost always within 24 hours)
from field to plate. These standards are very difficult for even local supermarkets to
achieve, because they patronize different kinds of supply chains that, ironically, have
been organized to guarantee quality.
While consumers often had a difficult time verbally describing what made
vegetables "fresh" or "beautiful", they readily opened their shopping bags to show me
examples of the items that embodied these qualities. It becomes clear from this and
36 See: Friedland, Barton, and Thomas: 1981. Friedland also describes cool chains as "networks
of refrigeration from the point of production to the point of consumption" (Friedland 1994: 212).
147
similar episodes during which people pull out heads of cabbages, bags of pork, other
bunches of greens, that learning the quality of the food objects themselves- often
described as "fresh and good," is primarily experiential.
Other anthropologists have found that informants find it difficult to explain in
words what they are doing especially when they are engaged in physical practice.
Informants often resort to the common refrain, "our ancestors did it this way"(Lemonnier
1986:165; Pfaffenberger 1992: 504). The social use of artifacts - such as choosing
vegetables in the market- is a process of nonverbal communication (Brown 1987: 129).
For example, in his work on potters in south India, anthropologist Daniel Miller shows
how the use of objects can frame human activity in ways that indicate that culturally
important events are taking place. Miller emphasizes the fact that often this process of
"framing" is unconscious and nonverbal, subtle and difficult to document or define. This
theory draws from Bourdieu's notion that objects play a major role as a system of order
essential for the inculcation of habitus (Miller 1995: 141 ref. Bourdieu 1992). In Miller's
view, artifacts are on the one hand extremely visible and omnipresent; yet on the other
hand, they operate silently and invisibly (Miller 1987: 109 quoted in Pfaffenberger 1992:
504).
As Hanoi consumers revealed specimen after specimen of produce that they had
identified and purchased as "fresh and good", the notion of "fresh and good" itself
opened up as a cultural category that had different meanings depending on the
circumstance. In many cases, "fresh and good" signifies for consumers young and
vibrantly healthy plants as well as those that have been very recently cut in the fields.
(One seller leaned forward to show me that the underside of the cut stem on a bunch of
greens should have no brown color on it - which appears no later than a day after it has
been cut). In Hom market, I meet a plump 71 year-old woman who tells me that she
shops and buys food here every day, because her house lies 50 meters from the market
(Personal interview, Hom market, Hanoi, 22 February 2005). "So, it is easy to buy at
Hom market," she tells me. The woman tells me that she has two or three regular sellers
in the market, "If it looks dep, sach, va' twroi [beautiful, clean, and fresh]" she continues,
"then I buy from them. If you go to a stand and see that the vegetables look beautiful and
clean, you know it is good -just like in a restaurant. In a restaurant if you see that it has a
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lot of customers that mean it has a good reputation and good things to sell," she says. "If
something looks stale [rau 5i], then I don't buy from them."
I ask how she knows if a thing is "clean and fresh." She says, "It just looks clean.
For example, this rau muong,"7 (she opens her plastic bags and shows me the rau muong
[water spinach] she has bought), "if it looks young and its stem is easy to break." She
gestures for me to reach in and break one of the stems. I can feel the quality that she is
describing - the crisp break of a fresh stem as opposed to the obstinate bending of an old
one.
Only a few hours later, I meet a man in his early thirties named Quynh. Quynh
has come, as he does every day, to buy food for his restaurant on nearby Bui Thi Xuan
street (personal interview, Hom Market, Hanoi. 22 February 2005). Quynh tells me that
he has come to patronize his regular sellers here, in exactly the same way as the old
woman before him, "If their vegetables look clean, fresh, and good." He also tells me that
he has "experience" in shopping, so he can recognize what is clean, fresh, and good. It is
difficult for him to answer exactly what he means by "experience," so seeing that he has
also purchased a bunch of rau muong, I ask, "how do you know the rau muong you
bought is good?" He looks down into the bag and like the woman before him, says, "if it
looks young and the stems are easily broken."
Another day, a very small old woman in a violet colored sweater is buying
something, and talking to one of the older vegetable sellers in the market as though they
know each other well. I find out that this woman is 77 years old and lives around the
corner. (Personal interview, Hom Market, Hanoi, 27 January, 2005). She tells me that she
wants to buy pigs that are young, because they are "small but good." As she says this, she
looks over at the butcher stall across the aisle. I ask her if she shops from the same people
every time. "Yes, I know [quen] many sellers already." I ask how she comes to buy from
them. "At first, I just go to the market and buy things randomly [ci- di choa]. And if they
are a good seller, I stay. If they are not a good seller, I don't buy from them anymore,"
37 "'rau mu6ng" whose latin name is Ipomoea aquatica Forssk, is more commonly known among
English speakers in Vietnam as "Water morning glory," "Water spinach," or sometimes "Water
convolvulus." It is one of the most commonly consumed vegetables in Vietnam. See: "Ipomoea
aquatiqua Forssk (swamp morning glory)," Plants Profile, USDA Natural Resources
Conservation Service, Washington D.C., 4 January 2007 <
http://plants.usda.gov/java/profile?symbol=IPAQ>. See also Figuie 2004a: 5.
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she says. "What is a good seller?" I ask. "If their food is good and fresh," she says.
Without prompting, she opens her pink plastic shopping bag to reveal several small pale
jade green cabbages, whose surface has a dusty bloom and belies a lot of moisture in each
head, giving the appearance almost of succulents. "For example," she shows me, "this
cabbage is small but good."
These consumers' comments about the youth and small size of the produce ensure
freshness, but there is also evidence that these indicators are also part of consumers'
strategies for avoiding chemically treated objects. Figuie finds that consumers' desire for
produce that is "young but not too young" stems from an appreciation of "young produce
because they are tender. They are wary of them, however: they could have been treated
with 'chemical products' to stimulate growth" (Figuie 2004a: 22). Figuie also finds that
like the woman in the violet sweater, pork salesgirls often express a preference for
smaller pigs. These salesgirls describe their desire to avoid pigs that "grew too quickly ..
. since this meant that the animals' growth was stimulated chemically" (Figuie 2004a:
22).
Flawed vegetables as a sign of quality
Eventually, I also came to realize that consumers also adhere to another set of
quality standards based on the appearance of produce, except that vegetables that
adhering to this second set of criteria often looked far from what my untrained eye would
describe as "fresh and good." The vegetables chosen according to this parallel set of
standards have deliberately poor appearance. I was initially puzzled when I witnessed
older women who obviously knew their way around the market selecting items that had
insect holes or wilting on the leaves and items with brown spots or defects.
My first view of the practice was in Hom market. A woman in her mid-sixties
approached the table and quickly leafed through a stack of small bunches of small dark
hand-shaped herbs whose slightly ragged condition stood out among the other items on
the table. At one point the woman tells me that she comes to shop at the market twice a
day. My hunch is confirmed; she is a regular here. The woman grabbed the ragged greens
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without touching anything else. Puzzled, I wrote about the purchase later in my field
notes. I commented that these greens had been far from "the freshest looking thing on the
table," but then again, I was also beginning to observe, "people don't always buy the
thing that looks the freshest to me" (Hanoi, 25 January 2005).
Having observed that older female shoppers in the market appeared the most
knowledgeable, or at least assertive in their selection of vendors and particular items, I
paid particularly close attention to their choices. It also appeared that younger shoppers
do the same. During this older woman's purchase, I see that a younger woman in her
early 30s is standing at the other end of the table watching the older customer's purchase,
as she absentmindedly passes her hands over the items in front of her. When the older
woman leaves, the younger woman comes over to where the older woman was just
standing and buys a bunch of these same greens.38
This trait of deliberately choosing flawed produce underscores the fact that even
seemingly universal qualities such as "fresh and good" are culturally and circumstantially
contingent. As sociologist William Friedland points out, "It is necessary to clarify what is
meant by fresh and pseudo-fresh commodities" (Friedland 1994: 210). Depending on the
context, notions such as fresh, clean, or healthy can signify a range of very different
things. For example, in Friedland's work on global transport and consumption of
produce, "fresh" often means foods "which are socially defined as being 'fresh' as
opposed to processed" (Friedland 1994: 210). In the industrial scenarios that Friedland
studies - and increasingly in Vietnam- 'fresh' includes tomatoes and bananas that have
been picked early, chilled, transported many miles, and gassed or warmed to give them
the appearance of ripeness, "Such foods are termed 'fresh' because of their relative
perishability, which stands in contrast to the relative long life or durability of other foods
that either store well (grains, sugar) or that because of some form of intervention (drying,
canning, freezing) store for extended periods of.time." Friedland argues from this
perspective that "fresh" therefore represents a "socially defined description" (Friedland.
1994: 211).
38 The seller later also explained that this particular type of greens is very local and seasonal, only
available for short times in the autumn. It is prized for its flavor in soup. (Personal
communication, Hom market, Hanoi, 25 January 2005.)
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The preference for brown or worm-eaten vegetables results directly from Hanoi's
current political economy of vegetable production and food marketing. Emma Bridier
recognizes the dual set of visual quality standards is based around the problem of
concerns about excess chemicals in food. Bridier observes that Hanoi consumers value
items that have "beautiful appearance, freshness, taste, tenderness, size," (corresponding
to my first group of consumers' expressed desire for produce that is "dep, sach, va ttrori"
[beautiful, clean, and fresh]). On the other hand, as Bridier notes, "some consumers look
for vegetables with imperfections, even with insects, giving them the impression that
these vegetables were not overly sprayed by agrochemical" (Bridier 2000 in Figuie
2004a: 1 1).
While I witnessed friends and strangers choosing vegetables this way on
numerous occasions, one young woman articulated the fact that consumers alternate
between strategies of "fresh and beautiful" or overtly flawed decision depending on
whether they are buying fruits and vegetables that are considered to be more or less
contaminated. Consumers' knowledge of which vegetable varieties are most often over-
sprayed with chemicals leads them in many cases to seek out the flawed-looking
specimen of these varieties to help ensure that they have not been contaminated.39
One day when I was giving a guest teaching appearance at a friend's English
class, a woman in her early 20s, named Ninh, asked me if I had "found anything
surprising" in my research. I told her about the episode in the market with the older
woman buying the wilted greens, saying, "Sometimes when I go to the market I see
people choosing what look like really bad things. Do you see anyone do this too?"
Almost everyone nodded. Ninh raised her hand again, "Yes," she said, "Well, some
people when they go shopping, they choose the things that look old or brown or [made a
face and motioned with her hands to indicate some obvious flaw in the item]. Have any
of the customers told you about that?" I had seen it, but no one had talked about it. Did
she know other people who did the same? "Yes," she said, "My mother." I asked Ninh if
she could remember any specific times when her mother did that. She looked up, thinking
for a minute. "Maybe four or five times [recently]. With cabbage ... and cucumber and
39 In interviews and casual conversations, informants named watery and/or fragile fruit and
vegetables such as cucumbers, squash, tomatoes, cabbage as those most likely to contain
excessive amounts of chemicals.
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tomato. Things they use a lot of pesticides on" (personal communication, Gia Lam, 2
March 2005).
On another occasion while I was traveling with a group of female government
employees, a member of the group found a small grub in the plate of choy sum that we
were eating. After expressing mild disgust at the thought of having already unknowingly
eaten one of the grubs, several of the women laughed and said, "Well at least we know it
is sach [clean/ free of chemicals]!" (personal observation, Lang Son, Vietnam, 16
December 2006).
This corollary system of choosing vegetables based on their imperfections
illuminates the fact that the ability for consumers anywhere to select their vegetables
based on flawless visual appearance requires trust in the seller, the farmer, and or
government regulatory branches to ensure that what appears to be "freshness" is not
chemically induced. Whether Hanoi consumers use one criteria or the other to determine
the quality of their foodstuffs depends upon the type of vegetable and their trust in the
vending source.
"Terroir" and the geography of local vegetable knowledge
I have just been discussing the way Hanoi consumers' knowledge of different
local vegetables guides the criteria by which they select their produce. Here, I discuss
another facet of consumers' market knowledge that revolves around the same knowledge
of food geography. In her thesis, "Reference to Terroir as a Sign of Quality" Tran Thi
Tham demonstrates Vietnamese consumers' preference for eating local varieties of
produce and those with known sources40 as a strategy of ensuring the quality of their food
(Tran 2005a).
Consumers' knowledge in markets also includes an extensive knowledge of
agricultural products and their geographic origins (Bridier 2000, Tran 2005, Figuie
2004a). In the same way that almost everyone I know has a story about someone being
poisoned by some kind of food, almost everyone has an example of a local food or
40 Bridier shows that most Hanoi consumers know the origin of the products they consume in
terms of general knowledge about the production zones for different vegetables (2000).
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nearby locale known for its particularly good quality. Hanoians take great interest and
pride in obtaining produce from particularly well-known localities, not only for gifts and
special occasions, but also as another way of ensuring quality (Tran 2005).
Especially women (of varying ages) confirm Tran Thi Tham's findings that Hanoi
consumers have extensive knowledge about the local varieties of Vietnamese produce.
This knowledge includes which types are the best and which should be avoided (usually
the Chinese versions). Everywhere I went, people- often unsolicited- shared with me
recommendations for particular items or varieties of foodstuffs.
For general daily consumption, consumers in Hanoi show a strong affinity for
vegetables and fruits that are local and in season- like the chartreuse Vietnamese apples
in the fall or Huong's Hoa Binh oranges in early spring. In September and October,
people eat lots of locally grown cui cdi and cu ddu: daikon radish and jicama. Once, in the
home of a woman I know from Hom market, I am offered tiny exquisitely bittersweet
kumquats as the bounty of a trip to a Northern region where these are the local specialty
(personal observation, Hanoi, 24 February 2005).
On one occasion, my friend Hao arrived at my house for a lunch date carrying a
large pomelo and handed it to me, saying that her parents had picked it from the tree in
the garden of their house in the countryside. She said, "This is from my parents. They
wanted you to see what fruit and vegetables in Vietnam are like. These qua bzroi are
supposed to be the best kind of qtua bu'oi in Vietnam. This kind is 'qzia btzri h6ng chua'
[pink sour pomelo]." It was much better than many of the grapefruit I had bought on the
street which was often either dry or bland. Hao's family's fruit was ripe, juicy, with
bright clear pink flesh and the perfect balance of tart and sweet. The only other place I
later found pomelos of similar quality was in the Intimex supermarket in central Hanoi,
which sold an aromatic green-skinned variety that cost about one-half more than the dry,
yellow fruits sold on the streets. On this day, I tested Hao's knowledge of other Vietnam
fruits and held up another fruit in my house, "What's the best sapodilla fruit?" "The best
quzia h6ng xie^m are from Xuan Dinh," she replied (personal communication, Hanoi, 19
December 2004).
Hanoians' interest in local or regional specialties also connects to a preference for
homemade or "cottage industry" foods rather than large factory-made items. Tran Thi
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Tham notes that the "tradition" of certain food items is important in that, "more than the
skills of the farmers, the small scale of production is a proxy for its quality according to
consumers" (Tran 2005b). Once, while riding the public bus home from work, a college
student named Nhung introduced herself and began to tell me about her home village in
Hanoi. "It's a little outside the center of the city, near Lang Mo. Do you know Lang Mo
(literally: Plum Village)? It's where they make a special kind of tofu. It is the best. If you
come there with me you can see them making it" (personal communication, Hanoi, 20
November 2004). Having visited other villages known for their special industries such as
silk making and pottery, I knew that if one wandered past the roads lined with retail
shops for Vietnamese and foreign visitors, the courtyards of homes reveal countless
people dying cloth in vats or lining up rows of pots to dry in the sun. I imagined Lang Mo
where I could find soft white fresh tofu being poured into molds.
I recognized Lang Mo tofu the next time I went to the tofu stand in Hom market.
A friendly woman with little coke-bottle spectacles sold tofu from white buckets -the
same as the sellers on the street - in small brick-shaped pieces. However,. unlike sellers on
the street, this vendor sold several different kinds of tofu that are not found on the street. I
had observed but not tasted these other types of tofu, since the people I knew only cooked
with the generic type of tofu sold by street vendors. After Nhung told me about ddu phu
Ma [Mo tofu] I recognized one of the tofu vendor's varieties in a package with a printed
label advertising its manufacture in Mo village. I later recognized Mo tofu when I was
served it at a Vietnamese restaurant known for making "upscale street food" (Florence
and Jealous 2003).
As the past few years have made new kinds of fruit, vegetables, and other
foodstuffs more available to Hanoi consumers, middle class women in particular have
made a hobby out of trying out new recipes or varieties of foodstuffs. Also, when people
travel to other parts of Vietnam (which is becoming increasingly standard), it is common
practice to return with local fruits and vegetables for friends and family in the city. For
instance, on my trip to the border province of Lang Son, several of the women I am with
fill bags with the local produce, rau caii Lang Sonz [choysum] to bring back to Hanoi on
our last day (personal observation, Lang Son, Vietnam, 18 December, 2006).
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D6i mdi changes and their impact on women as guardians of the home
While the proliferation of new brands and varieties of foodstuffs has encouraged
Hanoi consumers to experiment more with new dishes and ways of cooking, it has also
created a dilemma in the marketplace for women in terms of their ability to assess and
judge the quality of the food they are buying. In the past, the ability to bargain for food,
like cooking and other food-related activities, has and continues to be part of a
particularly female realm of knowledge. The changes in Vietnam's economy have
included women's increasing employment outside of the home. In 1985, the number of
women of working age made up 49.8% of the official workforce (this is not counting the
large informal sector in which women play a large role). In 1990, 51.7%, and in the year
2000 the number of women in the workforce was expected to have risen to 53.9% (Bui
1996: 163). This helps explain the fact that recently, people who have not previously
been very familiar with the buying and selling activities of markets (such as men or
children) are being asked to do shopping activities in the family or have to do so for
themselves because they live away from their own families.
Additionally, the rapid influx of new kinds of goods into Vietnamese markets, as
well as the increase in number and type of market places in general, has made it hard for
even veteran shoppers to always know what things are or what their correct prices should
be. This problem is not isolated to foodstuffs. Anthropologist Elizabeth Vann's
informants in Ho Chi Minh City comment on the current "epidemic of false goods and
consumer deception" in Vietnam that has arisen from the rapid influx of all kinds of
consumer goods in the new market economy. The mistake of "buying wrong" [mua sai]
is a great concern for most people (Vann 2006: 287). One of Elizabeth Vann's Ho Chi
Minh city informants returns to Vietnam after years away and says, "I don't know how
people in Vietnam can figure out what's real and what's not these days!" (Vann 2006:
287).
This concern is reflected in consumers' anxiety about foodstuffs re often
suspected of having chemicals to make oranges more orange, bananas ripe and yellow, or
pork a rosy pink color (personal communication 2004-2006; Figuie 2004b: 12).
Consumers often react against this buying the plainest or most rudimentary style of
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product - preferring for example, homemade tofu sold out of a bucket to those in fancy
packaging (and potentially containing additives). Vann also highlights the fact that
shoppers guard themselves against being cheated with false or dangerous goods by
establishing relationships with sellers and by educating themselves about the goods they
buy. She writes, "The truthfulness (of lack thereof) of [goods] is created through
interactions between buyers and sellers" (Vann 2006: 291). This is apparent in chapter 1
where we see buyers engaged in relationships of trust with market sellers.
However, with the appearance of new varieties of basic items such as vegetables,
one sees sellers playing a greater role in teaching even older, experienced consumers
about how to prepare or cook new kinds of vegetables. C6 Yen, a 53 year-old housewife
tells me about some of these changes:
MH: Can you think of some changes that you have seen in H6m market?
CY: It has changed a lot. Now there are more things. Things are more well-
organized. Before, things were sold in flat baskets. Now sellers have stands. Now
there are a lot of vegetables from the south, or from Da Lat, or from China.
Recently, it is said that there is one kind of vegetable from Thailand, but I don't
know if it is true or not.
MH: When did you begin to see these different kinds of vegetables in the market?
CY: Maybe beginning about 20 years ago, but you began to see it a lot more 10
years ago. Even fresh flowers, now there are many new kinds of fresh flowers.
MH: Have you noticed any change in the relationship between customers and
sellers?
CY: Yes ... Customers nowadays ask for good, safe vegetables. They ask about
the origin, how to cook, and how to preserve them.
MH: Did they ask these kinds of questions in the past?
CY: Yes. They also asked these kinds of questions in the past.
MH: So now, how is it different?
CY: Now there are many new strange vegetables and many new dishes now
because of these new vegetables. So now there are new questions like 'what kind
of food goes with these vegetables, do you boil, grill, or fry it?'
MH: Can you think of a recent example of something new that you have asked for
or when a seller introduced you to something?
CY: Ng6ng cai [a type of long-stemmed mustard] from Lang Son. People have
been asking for it more and more in the market because it is so good. Now a lot of
people are eating Ngong cdi Lang Son. Before, it was just eaten by people coming
from Lang Son or traveling through - at first people just bought it as a present to
bring back when they go to Lang Son. Now there is a lot of it at Hom market.
They even ship it from Lang Son to sell at Hom market.
(personal interview, Hanoi, 24 February 2005)
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A series of transactions recorded at a stand in Hom market that specializes in
selling some of these new and unfamiliar vegetable varieties shows a clientele of mainly
older women asking many more questions than usual about the items for sale. Of the
three vendors I observed, the seller at this stand spends by far the most time educating her
consumers about how to clean and cook her vegetables, as well as providing information
about their origins and prices. Most of the buyers look at the leaves and items
scrupulously, handling them, and turning them over and over to inspect them. At this
stand, one sees the older buyers asking a lot more questions than younger buyers about
what varieties things are, names, and how to cook them. They interact with the seller a lot
more. This emphasizes my later point that older consumers are more knowledgeable in
traditional markets mainly because they participate more actively in them.
At this stand, one sees the practice of customers doing "research," or looking or
asking prices without buying, asking questions about certain goods, and inspecting them
very carefully. They take a long time to examine each item.
No.1 9h30
Buyer: "How much is this kind of mustard green [cai]?"
Seller: "1000 Dong per kilo."
Buyer: "What about this kind?"
Seller: "12,000 Dong per kilo."
The buyer is a woman of about 40 years old. She lifts each bunch of mustard
green up and gives it a careful look, examines its every leaf. However, she does
not buy any, just looks and asks about the price. The seller shows no attitude.
(Nguyen Duc Hoan, Hom market, 1 April 2005)
No.4 9h50
Seller: "What do you want?"
The buyer just has a glance and leaves: "I am just looking."
The buyer, who is a woman of about 36 years old, picks some kinds of vegetables
up, gives a look, turns them over and over but does not buy any.
(Nguyen Duc Hoan Hom market 1 April 2005)
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The conversations at this seller's stall involve much more questioning on the part
of the buyer than at other stalls. The seller also often has to teach buyers how to cook the
item. Customers alternatively appear more skeptical, less knowing, more vulnerable, and
less certain. They tend to examine the produce very carefully. As customers carefully
look over the produce, she calls out affirmations to them such as, "These Chinese
cabbage have just arrived here this morning. They are still fresh!" and "They have just
been collected!"
On a given day, more than half of the customers ask the vendor for the names and
origins of particular items, revealing a lack of familiarity with some of the goods at the
stand. In the space of a single afternoon and the morning of the following day, several
different women come to the stand and inquire about unfamiliar items. Many women
immediately identify the strange items on the table and express an interest in knowing
more about them:
No.11 -4h10
Buyer: "'How much are the chayote shoots?" ["ngon su su" referring to the tender
young tips of the greens; here the buyer calls them "su" for short]
Seller: "17.000 Dong."
The buyer chooses some bunches of chayote shoots and asks: "Do I have to pick
out/prepare [nhat] •' them? How do I prepare them?"
The seller: "You just nh.t a little bit only. Just take off the hard stalk."
Buyer: "Is 12.000 OK?"
Seller: "No."
Buyer: "What are these?"
Seller: "Bb Khai."
Buyer: "If those cost 12.000 Dong a kilo, I will take two bunches."
Seller: "No."
The seller is a woman of about 22 years old. She picks the vegetables up and
gives them a quick look.
(Nguyen Duc Hoan, Hom market 2 April 2005)
4' The buyer uses the word "nh6t " which is a household word in Vietnam but for which there is
no good English equivalent. It refers here to anything that has to be done to a vegetable-
especially leafy greens of all kinds- to prepare it for cooking - this includes peeling, pulling off
certain parts, or cutting off ends. Vegetables are almost always nh.t in some way before cooking.
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No.12 - 4h20
Buyer: "Do you have chayote shoots?" [ngQn su su]
Seller: "17.000 Dong per kilo."
Buyer: "Do I have to take off anything?"
Seller: "You don't have to remove anything. The shoot is short, so ..."
Buyer: "Is 15.000 Dong per kilo OK?"
Seller: "No."
Buyer: "What are these?"
Seller: "Bb1 Khai. They are forest vegetables. They taste very good when fried.
That is a specialty. I can fry them very well."
Buyer: "I will take half of a bunch."
Seller: "30.000 Dong per kilo."
Buyer picks the Bb Khai up and looks with hesitancy: "What are they fried with?
It is wasteful to throw them away if they do not taste good."
Seller: "Do not worry. They are often bought by restaurants. Cook them with
beef."
The seller puts the vegetables into a bag: "This costs 9.000 Dong. The total is
27.000 Dong."
The buyer is a woman of over 40 years old. She picks the vegetables up and looks
with much care. The seller gladly explains to her.
(Nguyen Duc Hoan, Hom market 2 April 2005)
No.5 9h50
Seller: "Do you want to buy something, Aunt?"
Buyer: "This is this what vegetable, niece?"
Seller: "Bb Khai, Aunt."
Buyer: "How much is one bunch?"
Seller: "12,000, Aunt."
Buyer: "10,000 Dong ok?"
Seller: "No, I can't, Aunt."
The buyer lifts some different kinds of vegetables up, looks at them carefully and
turns them over and over.
Seller: "These Chinese cabbage have just arrived here this morning, Aunt. They
are still fresh!'"
Buyer: [still talking about the Bb Khai] "10,000 Dong O.K?"
The buyer passes the vegetables and says: "let me have some more tomatoes."
Then, she points to a couple of bunches of vegetables nearby and asks: "What are
this kind of mustard greens called?"
Seller: "Lang Son mustard, Aunt."
The buyer picks up a bunch and then puts them down.
Seller: "The total is 25.000 Dong."
The buyer is a woman of about 40 years old. She chooses the vegetables carefully.
The tomatoes are chosen by the seller.
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(Nguyen Duc Hoan Hom market 1 April 2005)
The outstanding feature at this stand is the extent to which customers scrupulously
inspect the produce - both familiar varieties and unfamiliar varieties. Customers inspect
the lettuce leaf-by-leaf. Bitter melons are carefully turned over in one's hands to check
for defects. This kind of scrupulousness is found when people buy out of the baskets on
the street but is not found at the other two vegetable stands in the state-run wet markets
that we observed. It appears that the high prices combined with consumers' inability to
fully apply their previous market knowledge to gauging certain items' quality presents a
risky buying situation for customers.
"Those Who Don't Know"
Housewives are not the only consumers who are confronted with new confusing
possibilities in their market places. The changing job market including increased work
opportunities outside and away from the home (as in a family enterprise) for women and
young people, has changed the family structure so that it is not always obvious who is the
shopper and cook in the house. My observations in the markets show that a large majority
of shoppers are older women, but especially in afternoons and evening, there are also
significant amounts of men, school children, and young women doing the grocery
shopping. As explained to me by several friends, these people are often running the
errands for their mother or grandmother who is the main person in charge of the meals
and cooking. As the number of "non-housewives" procuring food in Hanoi's markets has
increased, so has the number of people who "don't know" as the Vietnamese describe
people who are not familiar with the culture and prices of the market place. These people
often view themselves and are perceived as easy targets by unscrupulous sellers.
"Those who don't know," are people whom market sellers perceive as not
knowing the correct prices of things [gid dcdng literally means "the right price"], how to
tell good quality from poor, or even the names of certain basic items in the market. They
are also people who don't know the unspoken culture of the market. Sociologist Nguyen
Duc Truyen tells me a story about a French scholar who went to a rural market. Truyen
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says, "When people go to the market, if the price is 40,000 VND, they will just say
'Four.' This French man went and when this happened, he paid only 4 Dong. The sellers,
they laughed at him and said, 'He doesn't know!"' (Nguyen Duc Truyen, personal
communication, Hanoi, 9 July).
From various conversations in which the subject of "those who don't know"
arose, I noticed that young girls, young women dressed in office clothes, men of all ages,
and foreigners are the most likely people to be pegged as "those who don't know." I
learned this though stories like Hao's and also by witnessing for myself the many times
sellers quickly identified me, the occasional teenage boy, young girls, and unmarried-
looking men as "those who don't know" which was signaled by given prices that were
often three times the going rate.
My being a foreigner meant that I was almost always pegged for someone who
did not know the price. Buying from unfamiliar vendors - particularly on the street -
usually meant that I was given a very high price met by my much lower one until I either
walked away or a "correct" price was agreed upon. For many of my young Vietnamese
friends who were also pegged as "not knowing" this process was almost invariably
annoying and stressful.
Men are also notoriously targeted for not knowing the right prices. Son, a male
professor in his 50s tells me, "In some countries like the Philippines, you know what you
get for 1 peso. But in Vietnam, you don't know. Here, men are afraid of going to the
market because they think they will pay more. When they go home, they tell their wife a
fake price that they paid" (personal communication, Hanoi, 9 June 2005).
Sometimes, especially men who come into the market show signs of not being the
regular shoppers. Sometimes the sellers take advantage of this, and other times, not.
Case 3. Male, 40 , with one bag of fish in hand, stands in front of the stand
looking stupefied [ngo" ngdc] and asks:
B: "Sister, how much is star fruit?"
S: "500 each."
B: "Please give me one bag to put tomato, also 500d of onion and fennel."
S: "Here you are."
B: "thank you sister" [even women who know Van well are not this polite often.]
The man goes away but comes back a little while later, like he has forgotten
something, "give me 500d of galingale also."
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S: hands galingale to buyer.
The buyer goes away again but then returns a third time, asking, "How much are
the carrots?"
S: "500."
B: "Give me one."
S: "Here it is."
B: "Thank you very much, Sister."
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 9 March 2005)
Case 4. Male, 20, riding a bike, looks like a student, seems stupefied looking into
the stand, selects some tomato for himself and asks:
B: "How much are 4 tomatoes and one kohlrabi?" He does not realize he needs to
weigh them first.
S: "First put it on the scale ... the total is 3,700d"
B: "Here's the money."
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 9 March 2005)
No.5 The buyer coming from another stand is male, around 30 years old,
seemingly fairly wealthy, is shopping for his wife. Doesn't select items for
himself, just asks and looks at the items that the seller gives him.
Buyer: "Do you have lemon grass here?" [sa]
Seller: "Here you are."
The seller hands the buyer a bunch of lemon grass.
Buyer: "Why is it so yellow?"
Seller: "It is just the way it should be."
Buyer: "Do you have sour marjoram?" [rau ddp cdi]
Seller: "Over there, Brother [anh]." The seller points to nearby stand.
(Nguyen Duc Hoan, Hom market, 3 April 2005)
Men and foreigners are not the only people who don't know. As opportunities
change for young urban women, would-be housewives in training are often so busy
studying or working at jobs outside of the home that they have little time for going to the
market or for learning how to shop. I met many young women who shared the same
dilemma- that their mothers or grandmothers did all of the shopping and cooking- usually
at times of the day when they were either still sleeping or at work. This presents a conflict
for many of them, who either expect themselves or are expected (i.e. by boyfriends and
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husbands) to know how to shop and cook. My young female friends often expressed a
sense that they were somehow missing some knowledge that they should possess.
Some women, like young Ha, 23, have turned it into a joke. Ha works long days
in a hotel for tourists and was soon to be married. She laughed and told me that she did
not know how to cook because she was the youngest child and had never had to help with
the cooking. "I can make a boiled egg!" she joked (Personal communication, Hanoi, I 1
December 2006). But behind the jokes lie real judgments about these women's
obligations to their families both present and future. My'friend Linh tells me a story about
a co-worker of hers, who seems to exemplify the dilemma not only of changing roles for
women in Vietnam, but also of generational change between women's roles:
"There is a girl at my office," Linh begins. "She is very tall with long legs. And
she is pretty. But she can't cook or do things at the office. Her boyfriend has to do
everything for her," she giggles. "Sometimes he gets mad. He is not very attractive, but
he is smart. He looks Chinese and has a long torso and short legs," she adds.
"His friends call him Mr. Tdt Cd [Mr. Everything] because he does everything for
her."
She then switches the subject to her own boyfriend. "My boyfriend also
complains about this girl and about 'modern girls' who can't cook or do anything."
I reply that I thought all Vietnamese girls could cook.
"No," Linh replies, "my co-worker's mother cooked everything and never asked
her to help with preparing the food and never let her do things in the kitchen. So she
never learned. It's the same with my little sister," she said. "She didn't learn to cook
because of this, but now she gets asked to do some things in the kitchen and is learning"
(Personal interview, Hanoi, 23 October 2004).
Many of my informants who were young female professionals or university
students seem to share a common scenario - they work long days - often up to 12 hours
outside the home, and their late middle-aged mothers and grandmothers took care of the
shopping, cooking, and child care for the offspring of their older married siblings while
they too were at work. Many of these girls had never been forced to help much with the
housework or cooking although they now expressed an interest and desire for doing so. It
seemed almost as if this generation of young women, many of whom have grown up in
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families of the emerging middle class, had been purposefully spared by their mothers and
grandmothers from fully participating in the domestic work that I have observed much
younger women taking charge of in rural households.
"If my mother were here she would know": older women as experts in the
traditional market system
I observed that most young women I knew, while much more easily intimidated
than older women at bargaining with sellers, actually did possess a significant amount of
the market knowledge and know-how that I have described earlier in this chapter. It was
just that often "not quite sure" of their perceptions and knowledge. This is probably
because most of them only shopped and cooked as a weekend pastime not as a regular
duty. More than once, I accompanied friends and watched as they practiced the same kind
of market skills their mothers possessed, but ultimately they deferred to their mothers as
the experts in this domain.
Early one Sunday morning, I stand in the midst of an "illegal" street market
around the corner from my house with 23-year-old Mai (personal communication, Hanoi,
10 October 2005). As a neighbor, I have asked her to help me shop for food. Given the
ever-changing prices of things and the propensity of some vendors to take advantage of
this, going to the market in Hanoi requires a certain education. Mai brings me to this
particular market because it is the one where her mother brings her. Mai tells me that she
and her mother like this market because "this is where farmers come to sell directly."
Seeking out markets where farmers sell their own produce directly is one of several ways
consumers privilege market outlets based on familiarity or proximity.42
I notice that while Mai is adept at identifying and naming various items, as well as
how to prepare them in common dishes, she appears uncertain and anxious when
deciding whether or not to actually buy a particular item. I point and ask what she
normally pays for tomatoes "like these." Her answers are apologetic and unsure. "I don't
really know," she keeps saying, "they look like the ones that my mother buys, but I'm not
42 "Modes of Foodstuff Distribution Facing New Concerns of Consumers in the North and the
South. CIRAD project proposal. Montpelier, France, 2004.
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sure." Mai's hesitation expresses a sentiment I heard often - that it is often difficult to tell
the bad, or poisoned, vegetables from the good.
A large part of Mai's hesitancy was the fact that even with familiar vegetables and
fruits such as tomatoes or water spinach, she could not be sure if the things that looked
good were really good, i.e. did these tomatoes look good because they were top quality or
because they had been sprayed with a lot of chemicals? This hesitation was something
that many younger people I spoke with expressed. Often their way of ensuring
themselves of identifiable quality was by patronizing familiar markets and vendors
because they did not feel confident in their abilities to visually judge the produce in the
way that older, more experienced consumers did. As Mai says when I stump her yet again
with another question about whether I should buy a certain item, "If my mother were
here, she would know."
While Mai was unsure about a number of things at the market, her eye was far
from untrained. She had learned to recognize certain traits of certain items, having
absorbed some of the unwritten encyclopedia of visual cues from accompanying her
mother and other relatives to the market throughout childhood. She tells me, as she points
to a cluster of green onions, "these are good and don't have 'things on them that make
you sick."' Later when we are walking home, I ask her how she knows which things have
chemicals and which don't. She explained, "you can't see the chemicals with your eyes,
but like the [good] onions are small and thin and the leaves are a darker green." She went
on to explain that these things all indicate that it was grown without chemicals. She said,
"Farmers put things in the ground to make vegetables grow very fast." I asked,
"fertilizers?" she said, "Yes!" Then she said, "Some people grow some things for market
with these chemicals and then grow other vegetables without chemicals for their own
family to eat."
- We turned on to my street and passed a row of sellers with their baskets spread on
the sidewalk. I had passed this early morning group of sellers many times on my walk up
to the bus for work. I ask Mai why she doesn't buy from these sellers because they are
closer to her house. She was slightly vague, like she hadn't really thought about it before
but said she thought the prices at the other market were cheaper. "But,' she said, "you
could buy here," referring to the other vendors I pointed to, saying that she has bought at
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both places before. She just felt that it was easier to buy at the other market, but could not
explain why. She made a vague remark about the fact that there might be chemicals on
these sellers' produce. But most of all, it was just her preference, she said. It seemed that
large part of her comfort at the other market was related to the fact it her mother had
introduced her to it.
Another time, I stand in an alleyway in Hanoi, a bit outside of the central city with
a woman in her early 20s. We were only about 100 meters down the alley from her
house, and we want to buy a cantaloupe to eat after lunch. A street vendor sat with her
baskets against the alley wall. She named the price. It was about twenty percent more
than what the young woman wanted to pay, but she whispered to me in English that she
wasn't "sure whether it was high or not." Depending on the season or the weather, it was
possible for a particular kind of fruit or vegetable to cost a couple thousand more dong
per kilo. Fruit like cantaloupe are particularly difficult to know the daily prices of
because they are not eaten frequently enough for most people to know the gid dung
[right price] on any given day.
The young customer tried to bargain for a lower price- one that she knew was
good no matter what. The seller refused over and over, telling her it was a really good
melon. Finally the young buyer said, "Ok, I'm going to buy it at your price. But I'm
going to take it home to my mother, because we live right over there," pointing down the
alley towards her house, "And if she tells me that it is not the right price, then I'm not
going to buy fruit from you again and neither is she" (personal observation, Hanoi,
Spring 2005).
When we got home later and ate the melon, I was interested to see how shyly my
friend consulted her mother on the correct price. She avoided telling her mother outright
what she paid at first. Instead she asked, "Mom, what do these melons cost?" The mother
told her a price that was lower than what we had paid - a price almost equal to what my
friend had initially thought was right. "How much did you pay?" came the inevitable
question. The young woman then told her mother the price as well as the fact that she had
warned the seller she would not buy again if cheated. Her mother then began to question
her to find out exactly who the seller was and where she was located. She did not
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reprimand the young woman; instead I sensed that she was going to take matters into her
own hands with this seller later.
In the next chapter we will see that this friend is one of many young women who
express a preference for shopping in supermarkets. She shops and cooks for her family a
couple of times a week, yet due to her busy work schedule, she often comes home late.
Her older sister and mother, who both stay home during the day, are the ones who
prepare the daily meals. She has some experience and knowledge of basic prices, but not
as much as her older sister or mother. She cooks when she has time, which means that
she does not have to worry as much about the time efficiency of a particular marketplace,
as does someone who has to shop once or twice each day. This is part of why the fact that
the time inefficiency of supermarkets is not as important to her as knowing that she was
not being cheated by a seller taking advantage of the fact that she "does not know."
In this chapter, I have shown how women's market and food knowledge is
emphasized as a trusted means for mitigating risks in the new economy. This knowledge
takes many forms. However, as women's roles are changing in Vietnamese society,
younger women appear less interested or able to participate actively in the traditional
market world where this system of knowledge and values operates. In the following
chapter, I discuss how these changes have led some consumers to embrace a new market
system embodied by the supermarket. I show how both supermarkets and traditional
market forms have been caught up in a symbolic politics of modernity among consumers
and the state, and how supermarkets are making claims about their superiority for
mitigating risk based on their modern features.
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Chapter Four
Modernity and a New Market World for Consumers
What I have tried to show in the previous chapters is that the reality of
consumers' market worlds incorporates a complex array of attitudes and practices for
ensuring the quality of their goods. In this chapter, I focus on how markets in Hanoi are
caught up in a symbolic politics of modernity by which the market forms previously
described are classified as traditional, and new market forms like the supermarkets I will
now describe, are classified as modern. These definitions have implications for the future
of these institutions in terms of both government policy and consumer patronage. In the
first part of this chapter, I describe the massive re-structuring of Hanoi's market system
that is currently underway in the city. Through local policy, it becomes apparent that the
state is performing triage on certain elements of the market system. Certain market
outlets are categorized as disorderly or unsightly and are thereby slated for destruction in
order to make way for more desired "modern" market forms such as government-
regulated wet markets and supermarkets.
The "rationalization" of Hanoi's market system is not only a re-ordering of
physical markets, it is also an attempt at re-ordering Hanoi society in general to reflect an
image of a modern city. No single market institution in Hanoi better exemplifies this goal
than the newly arrived supermarket. In the next section of this chapter, I focus on the
supermarket as the icon of a modern market outlet in the eyes of both government
officials and consumers. As of yet, supermarkets still only occupy a small share of
Vietnam's fresh produce outlets. However, consumers of many different backgrounds
have incorporated at least the idea of the supermarket into their mental schema for
ensuring quality control in fresh produce. Quality control has become a major site of
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consumers' concerns about risk in post- d6i m6i society. Purveyors of supermarkets have
therefore attempted to establish supermarkets - part in practice and part in theory - as de-
facto quality control institutions in the absence of adequate government regulation.
As of now, a substantial part of supermarkets' claim to superiority in quality
control is related to their use of technologies that symbolize modernity, such as air-
conditioning and refrigeration. The reality is that all market forms in Hanoi, including
supermarkets, are interconnected to a certain extent within the larger marketing system.
Supermarkets are vulnerable to the same irregularities of supply and quality assurance as
traditional markets and rely on personal networks and trust like the markets previously
described.
The Re-Structuring of Hanoi Markets
Over the past five years in Hanoi, the municipal and provincial governments have
been investing a large amount of money towards re-structuring Hanoi's market system
through the marketplaces themselves. The main goals of this re-structuring are to
concentrate more of Hanoi's existing markets under the umbrella of government
administration and to modernize them to reflect Hanoi's economic progress. The
importance of markets in representing Vietnam's new order is revealed in these policy
documents, which announce, "Marketplaces constitute an important part of the overall
socio-economic infrastructure; from now on, the localities' socio-economic development
planning in each period must include the marketplace development planning" (Hanoi
Ministry of Trade 2003).
A series of market policies and legislation, successively issued since around the
year 2000, are aimed structurally overhauling the entire distribution system in the city
based on a development agenda of increasing the number and capacity of larger formal
outlets at the expense of the smaller informal outlets that comprise as much as 98 to 99
percent of the current retail trade in fresh produce in Vietnam.
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Figure 18: Street vendors sell more vegetables in Hanoi than any other type of retail outlet. From
left to right the columns are: Street vendors, Market retailers, Ordinary shops, "Safe
Vegetable" shops and stalls, and Supermarkets. Source: "Supermarkets and the poor in
Vietnam: Summary of Main Results." [Powerpoint presentation]. Paule Moustier and
MALICA collaborators. 27 November 2006. www.markets4poor.org (Accessed 28 April
2007).
In 2000, Vietnam's Ministry of Trade issued a report on the state of market
management and development. This report assessed the material condition of all markets
in Vietnam and concluded that the condition of markets "has neither matched their role
and position in the current Vietnamese economy, nor enabled to meet the demand of both
sellers and buyers". It further concluded that the planning, building, and upgrading of
markets has not been paid enough attention by authorities at different levels and found
that adequate facilities for running water, electricity, fire prevention, parking, and sewage
were also found to be generally poor (Hoang 2006: 8).
As a result of such findings, a series of municipal decisions were made in Hanoi
between 1997 and 2003:
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-In 1997, the Hanoi People's Committee issued decision 3569/QD-UB (16 June
1997) which set forth the principles on administrating markets, building
guidelines, and inspection of markets as well as categorizing Vietnam's market
places into three size-based categories (Type 1, Type 2, and Type 3).
-In 1998, the Institute of Planning in the Ministry of Construction designed a
major project for upgrading and planning new markets in Hanoi to be
implemented through the year 2020.
-In 2000, the Hanoi People's Committee issued announcement 159/TB-TU (13
February 2000) called "Organizing Markets in Hanoi Through 2005" whereby the
committee guided city offices and branches, district and provincial People's
Committees to actively invest in building, upgrading, and renovating markets in
the area.
-In spring of 2003, the Hanoi Trade Department issued a report on the
development and administration of markets since 2000, and used the findings to
issue recommendations for future market development through 2010.
-Later, in the winter of 2003, the Hanoi People's Committee issued an official
decision on the development and administration of Hanoi markets.
(Hoang 2006)
As a result of this series of regulations and recommendations, 16 new markets
were built and 78 markets were upgraded in Hanoi between 2000 and 2002 (Hoang 2006:
10). The new building projects revealed an emphasis on increasing the number of large
markets, which is made visible by the fact that while the total number of markets has
stayed the same (the result of building new markets on old market locations), the number
of markets in the category of "larger than 200 traders" has increased between the years
2000 and 2004 (Hoang 2006: 10).
Bringing wholesale markets under the control of the state is a major feature of
recent market policy in Hanoi. This process, if successfully carried out, promises to
transform the entire distribution system in Hanoi. The local government's objective is to
create a new network of planned, government-controlled wholesale markets in Hanoi.
This has major implications for changing the entire market distribution system of the city
and its surrounding areas. In 2000, all major wholesale markets, including Bac Qua, Long
Bien, Cau Giay, and Nga Tu So fell under the government's classification as
"spontaneous" markets, meaning that they were not controlled by the government (Hoang
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2006:11). These long-standing wholesale markets such as Long Bien market, the major
wholesale market for all of the city's fruits and vegetables, have been declared illegal and
have been slated for demolition within the next five years (Hoang 2006: 11). By 2004,
two new wholesale markets- Dich Vong and Phia Nam- had been built in Hanoi with the
intention of completely eliminating spontaneous wholesale markets and replacing them
with planned markets by the year 2010 (Hoang 2006: 11).
Based on my interviews with sellers at Hom market in Hanoi, most of the vendors
in central Hanoi's government-run markets rely on one or more of these wholesale
markets for their supply of fruits and vegetables. The vendors either go early to the
market themselves, or they receive deliveries. (However, interviews with vendors also
reveal a diversity of supply sources under the single roof of one of these markets: vendors
also used neighborhood informal markets like Nguyen Cong Tru or went to their
hometowns in neighboring agricultural areas to buy produce).
Modernity as Scientific Project: Social Triage in Hanoi's Market Places
Hoang Bang An finds the following passage in Clause 4 of Decree 02/2003/ND-
CP, a major piece of spells out Vietnam's general policy principles on market planning
and development.43 The allusion to modernity and civilization as part of the market
planning suggest that a social ordering is taking place through the Vietnamese
government's market program:
"Market development must be thought together with the planning
for the development of socio-economic infrastructures, and of shops,
supermarkets and trade centers, in order to effectively promote all types of
trading to meet the increasing demands of all economic sectors as well as
to maintain the national cultural character, with a trend towards
modernization and advanced civilization." (Hoang 2006: 8)
The notions of modernity and civilization appear in a number of other pieces of
recent market legislation and in statements made by local and national officials. Later in
43 I was unable to find this exact quote in the English version of the law that I obtained on the
internet.
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this chapter, I will show that this rhetoric has been especially focused in recent legislation
of supermarkets. Many different actions are being carried out by the government in the
name of modernization and civilization, ranging from the building of new markets to the
increased police harassment of sellers and outlets that have been slated for destruction.
The worldview embedded in the Vietnamese state's modernization ideology
portrays a Hobbesian view of existing traditional market forms as needing to be brought
out of their natural state of disorder by the state that will transform them into a rational,
ordered, and scientific form. The modern discourse of development is itself essentially a
"scientific project," being circumscribed in the logic of western science (Visvanathan
1997). Through the logic of modern scientific development, what anthropologist Shiv
Visvanathan refers to as "modernity-as-technocracy" the actions of the state are aimed at
identifying, separating out, and systematically eliminating elements of society that are
defined as backwards or as retarding the primary, modernist goal of progress
(Visvanathan 1997: 17).
The process by which the Vietnamese state is re-organizing the market places and
system in Hanoi reflects the logic that Visvanathan describes. One sees this occurring
especially through the way that market forms are being organized in a way that
systematically excludes the elements that have been defined as disorderly and disruptive
such as street sellers and informal markets. This process reflects the idea of social triage
that Visvanathan argues is a central component of the modern developmental state's
actions. Social triage is the process by which "a society, a subculture, or a species" is
defined as obselete in the state's social engineering of a rational, modern society
(Visvanathan 1997: 17).
Enclosure of market places and spaces
Visvanathan gives as a historical example of social triage the Enclosure
movement in England, through which peasants were systematically excluded from both
physical and social spaces and were essentially uprooted as a class (Visvanathan 1997:
33). It is perhaps no coincidence that the first example of social triage that I present here
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is the enclosure of market places in Hanoi through the process of what sociologist
Nguyen Duc Truyen describes as "formalization" - the state institutionalization and re-
organization of social relationships and activities (Nguyen 2005: 1).
According to Nguyen Duc Truyen, the process of formalization in Hanoi's
markets began gradually after d6i m6i with the renovation and upgrading of market
places to include elements such as new walls, guarded gates, and strictly demarcated
selling areas. Surrounding walls separate the inside from the outside, keeping out thieves,
unregistered sellers, or other unwanted visitors. Guarded gates also help control the flow
of people in and out of the market and facilitate the management's ability to charge
business fees (Nguyen 2005: 2). Inside of the markets themselves, Nguyen Duc Truyen
observes a "new business order" being built-in to the renovations of the market space.
The insides of markets are being re-organized into strictly regulated "plots, stalls, stands,
or kiosks" in which sellers must abide by space restrictions and rules regarding sanitation
equipment, safety, and lighting.
These regulations and a system of differential rental fees for space in the markets
have created a system that prioritizes vendors who have the strong financial capacity to
supply large amounts of diverse, value-added, high-quality products in large quantities.
This virtually eliminates the vendors with less capital, such as street sellers, who sell
small relatively small amounts of goods that have not been packaged or presented as
"value-added" products. As a result, those who have less capital and smaller-scale
businesses "must accept less advantageous stalls or go to markets far away from the city
centre ... vendors without space in markets must go to find a place outside the markets'
areas or go around streets to find customers" (Nguyen 2005: 3).44 The restriction of space
for "informal" or small, unregistered sellers appears in the letter of the law as well.
Decree 02/2003/ND-CP, a major piece of Hanoi's new market legislation states that
"Small-scale producers who sell their own products by themselves (peasants, handicraft
workers, etc.), small traders, and street vendors shall be arranged in the marketplaces at
places reserved for infrequent traders in the marketplaces and must abide by the
marketplaces' internal regulations" (Hanoi Ministry of Trade 2003).
4 Other scholars have also noted the exclusion of the poor through these new market policies:
See Moustier 2006b and Moustier et al. 2006c.
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The fact that Hanoi's market places have begun to reflect the broader process of
social differentiation occurring in post- d6i m6i Vietnam exemplifies anthropologist
Alfred Gell's argument that the floor plan of his rural Indian market "gives concrete
representation of the ground-plan of their society, its hierarchical organization and the
scheme of values which sustains it." (Gell 1982: 472). Gell demonstrates how the
hierarchy of society's social relations is mirrored in the traditional layout, which
regulates where each group sits and transacts its business in the marketplace. In other
words, "in the market, people are 'put in their place' in a sense rather stronger than is
usually implied by that idiom" (Gell 1982: 484). Gell's resembles Bourdieu's argument
that physical spaces are organized according to the general understood relationships
between people and things in a particular culture (Bourdieu 1992: 88-90). Bourdieu
further argues that through the physical praxis of moving and doing within a culturally-
constructed space -such as shopping in a particular marketplace - one learns lessons
about the "hierarchies [between] things, persons, and practices, this tangible classifying
system continuously inculcates and reinforces the taxonomic principles underlying all the
arbitrary provisions of this culture" (Bourdieu 1992: 89). With this in mind, one must
view the creation of new markets and the structuring of old ones as part of a larger task of
re-ordering society during a time of great transition in Vietnam.
The fact that the government plays a part in regulating Hanoi markets and that it
is re-organizing market places in Hanoi are by no means unique to Vietnam. All markets
are ordered or ruled in some way. What is new, however, is that the criteria by which
market vendors gain superiority in the new market system has changed from one based
on social capital and personality to financial capital. For example, while pre- d6i m6i
vendors earned their place in the market through establishing rights or fighting "the
fiercest", post- d6i m6i vendors must buy their place (Nguyen 2005: 5; Nguyen Duc
Truyen, personal communication, 9 June 2005). Similar to un-regulated markets in
Vietnam, Alexander and Alexander describe Javanese traders' system of usufruct rights
and hierarchy based on length of time selling at the market to guide who sits where in
Javanese markets: "rights are established by use and newcomers are limited to the least
desirable sites" (Alexander and Alexander 1991: 45). My friend Thanh describes in her
memories of selling in informal markets as a child in the mid-1980s during the days of
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the centrally planned economy. "When, I was a little girl," says Thanh, "I sometimes
went to the market to sell lemons from my family's tree. The sellers there sold from
baskets on the ground." She also tells me that "the space by the entrance [to the market]
is the best space," she says, recalling how she used to arrive at the market early to secure
this space but was once bullied by an older seller for trying to bypass the established
social order of the spaces (personal communication, Hanoi, 15 April 2005).
Shared rules of the street
The increasing structuring of Hanoi's market places around a hierarchy of wealth
contrasts with the rules of informal market spaces, also known as "in the street" [ngoai
duirng]. In the street, which roughly corresponds to the informal sector of Vietnam's
economy, rural and urban citizens of all income levels have carved out a domain of
relatively democratic self-governance for themselves. Most important, from what I have
observed, the rules of the markets in the street are being constantly enforced and
negotiated by a public composed of all different ages, classes, and income levels.
Far from being the disorderly or disorganized free-for-ails that the government
has portrayed in recent policy documents, street and informal markets actually do have
coherent, if unwritten, rules that govern their operation. These rules include who sits
where in the market and a host of other logistical matters. These rules also include
behavioral or cultural understandings that include provisions for both buyers and sellers,
rich and poor. I observed these rules at work countless times, and observed both
customers and sellers alike actively enforcing the rules- suggesting that the system is
produced and upheld out of mutual interest and effort by both buyers and sellers. Things
are not always fair - sometimes sellers manage to "cheat" customers by selling too high,
and sometimes customers manage to "cheat" sellers into making almost no profit - but
from my observations and experience, things balanced each other out, supported by a
system of mutually beneficial understandings about how and when to bargain, how to
handle disputes in weight or price, etc. In this way, the "loser" in one scenario will be a
"winner" in the next.
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Early one morning, at the street market with my neighbor, I overhear a man
selling some small green persimmons from a cart next to me. He calls out his price,
"13,000 dong per kilo," to a potential customer. Just then, another woman, who happens
to be passing by, scowls when she overhears this and says loudly "8,000!" without
stopping (personal observation, Hanoi, 10 October 2004). The casual interference of this
passerby was a public reprimand of the seller and his bogus price. Later, I came to see
and experience many other examples of strangers stopping to express their opinions about
a particular price in the street - siding at different times with either buyer or seller. This
public participation usually does have an effect on the immediate transaction underway.
Buying in the street is a public and often collective activity in a society where
people otherwise make efforts to stay out of the business of strangers. Just like in the
United States, where people are often quick to publicly point out and admonish a person
who has skipped their place in a queue, Hanoians are just as concerned about and quick
to publicly interfere in a situation in which the price of something is being misquoted.
The public participation of price setting occurs most often in the street, less often in
government-run wet markets, and never in supermarkets. This corresponds to the
increasing rigidity of price - and the increasing external structure of the transaction itself-
found in these kinds of outlets.
When someone stops to buy something in the street, it is common for people
nearby to come to watch. This is either because they are curious to hear the price that is
being paid, storing it for their own reference on a later occasion, or because they are
themselves interested in buying what is being sold. In a place where prices change by the
day to the point where only the people who shop twice daily would know the "correct"
price on things, public input is a way of regulating the price and keeping both the buyers
and sellers in accord about the proper price.
I once found myself in the street in the tourist area, a place that I later came to
know as notorious for mobile fruit sellers who peddled their bananas and tropical fruits to
eager tourists and charged prices easily triple and quadruple what the Vietnamese were
paying. The banana, being a recognizable and 'safe' fruit for tourists was particularly
subject to this price gouging. I needed bananas, and I saw a seller walk by with some
good ones. She, of course, quoted me a price about three times what I knew I should pay.
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I answered back with a price slightly lower than what I thought was the "right price". The
seller acted horrified and slightly angered- a reaction I knew to be part of the bargaining
ritual- but she continued to bargain with me.
Finally as I got close to my "low" price (low for me, but what I knew was pretty
normal for a local Vietnamese), a young man who was walking by overheard us. He
stopped to turn to me and said, "The la du rbi" [That's enough already]. He didn't say it
with any particularly strong emotion, but in the next few minutes as I haggled on with the
seller, he remained there, imploring me in two or three other ways that this price now was
good. Stop bargaining here. At around the right price, I finally just bought the bananas.
As I walked away from her into another shop, the seller cried out to anyone who could
hear that she had just given up her goods for a pitiful steal, implying she was about to be
poor. I began to feel bad, that I, the rich American had just haggled down a poor street
seller to selling her wares for too little, which she must have done out of desperation.
When I went into work on Monday, I told my co-workers what had happened and they
laughed. "You still paid too much!" they giggled (personal observation, Hanoi, winter
2004-5).45 Through this incident, it became clear that there was no objectively right price
for everyone. The market principle of the street, some of which I described in chapter
two, includes an understanding by both vendors and some consumers that it is fair to
charge more to people who can pay more. The consumer protection clause in here, is that
if a buyer can demonstrate their knowledge of the generic "right price" - which circulates
among "those who know" - they should be able to buy the goods for that price.
On the way to work one day, I passed a woman in her late 50s who was buying
oranges from a mobile vendor. I came and started examining the oranges as well. The
woman had already bargained the price with the seller and was now selecting her
oranges, so I did not have the chance to hear the amount she was paying. The seller tried
to tell me a price that I knew from experience was much too high. Not wanting to put the
other buyer in an uncomfortable position, I instead asked the seller, "Is that what she [the
45 Because there is often a difference in prices for foreigners and Vietnamese, and I was buying
bananas - the tourist fruit- in the tourist area (the Old Quarter near the lake) it is possible that
even though I was buying for around the usual Vietnamese price, this vendor genuinely felt that
she had sold at a loss because she sold at much lower than her normal price for her commodity in
her "market" area.
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buyer] paid?" I knew from experience that if that was correct, the other buyer would look
at me and confirm it. The seller insisted, "Yes, yes, that's what she paid!" But the other
buyer stayed very silent, avoiding both my gaze and the gaze of the seller. She became
very absorbed in the selection of her oranges. I then offered a lower price that I knew to
be correct, and the seller finally accepted it in front of the other buyer, which was a
second admission that the other buyer had not really paid the first price as the seller had
insisted. This is because of another unspoken rule I noticed- that a seller will not overtly
sell at different prices to people who are buying at the same time (personal observation,
Hanoi, Winter 2004-5).
Another time, another woman in her late 50s or early 60s was buying plums from
the baskets of a mobile vendor near the park by my house. I stopped on the way home
from work and looked at the plums. The vendor began to offer the price me, and again, it
was too high. As I stood there looking at the plums the vendor began a conversation with
the shopkeeper of the storefront in back of us. I took advantage of this to quickly look at
the customer next to me and silently mouth, "Bao nhieu [How much]?" She, in turn, cast
a furtive glance at the seller to make sure she wasn't looking - we knew we were
colluding to cheat the system that allowed sellers to make some extra cash from
unsuspecting customers like myself. The customer then held up several fingers to show
me how many thousand dong per kilo. When the seller was paying attention again, I was
able to bargain for and buy the plums for that amount (personal observation, Spring
2005).
Street sellers often use different kinds of strategies for protecting themselves such
as clustering in groups of up to six people on a street corner to sell their produce. Within
these mini-markets, sellers establish rules for prices that they work together to enforce as
long as they are together. One time, I approached a group of women selling some citrus
fruits. I knew enough now to identify the differences between the different groups of
what to me had simply been "oranges" before. I knew that I liked and wanted to buy
something called "qufa cam dtrng" [sugar orange] and approached the seller who had
these in her basket. I had not bought them often as they were newly introduced to me. I
was in this case, one of "those who don't know." The seller said, "25,000." I said
"10,000," which was the price I often paid for another type of orange. Then two other
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sellers chimed in with the seller to answer and said, "No, no! These aren't qfua cam quft
[tangerines]. Those are 10,000." I said "15,000." All of the sellers said, "No, no!" very
quickly. In response to my "15,000," the seller pointed to the small fruit shop on the
corner whose side walk she sat near and said, "In that store they sell them for 35, 000. Go
see." Seeing that this was going to be a tough bargain, I started to get up and leave. She
called back, "20,000". I stopped and agreed. One of the other sellers said, "Like a
Vietnamese person" (personal communication, Hanoi, 23 December 2004).
I have also witnessed rival sellers correct each other when one gives too high of a
price. This happened to me once in Hom market, where many of the rules of the street
still operate despite it being a government-regulated market. I was buying some
vegetables from one of the row of three vegetable vendors whom I have mentioned
before. I was buying a selection of vegetables - tomato, bell peppers - that I had bought
in the same quantity there before. When the vendor told me the price, "18,000," the
vendor in the stall next to her (also a vegetable seller) looked annoyed and immediately
said "16,000," correcting her neighbor. I had not remembered the exact price until then
but when she said it, I realized she had remembered better than I did. "That's right," I
said, "it was 16,000 the other day." I wondered if the vendor who had corrected the one I
was buying from hadn't interrupted in order to show me that the vendor I was buying
from was not trustworthy, in an attempt to gain my business (personal observation, Hom
market, Hanoi, 8 January 2005).
I had a similar experience one time with a motorbike driver who tried to charge
me too much on the morning ride to the bus station. The drivers at the station who took
me home every day knew my address and the fare, calling out "Van Ho II, 5,000," as I
would step down from the bus. One morning, my usual neighborhood driver was out on a
job so I hailed an unfamiliar driver to take me to the station, having (thought we) agreed
on the price before hand. However, as we pulled up at the station in front of my row of
regular drivers, we argued the price. He insisted on 7,000 and then 6,000 while I insisted
that 5,000 was the "gid duing" [right price]. We went back and forth like this until finally
one of my regular drivers called out from his perch on his motorbike, "5,000 Van Ho II"
to tell the unknown driver that he knew my address and that 5,000 was the right price.
Shortly after this, the driver with whom I was arguing shortly finally made me correct
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change for the 5,000 fee and left (personal observation, Hanoi, Spring 2005). I realized
later that when we had discussed the fee before my ride, his answer that "5,000 is the
price for Vietnamese people," was not an acknowledgement that indeed I knew the right
price, but rather his rebuttal that 5,000 dong was the Vietnamese price, and that I would
have to ride for 8,000 because I was a foreigner.
In the street, I also learned that there are unspoken rules about other things as
well, such as when and how one is justified to seek retribution for being cheated. On the
day I went to the early morning street market with Mai, I bought some yucca root. Mai
and I both felt that the bag was lighter than the 700 grams that the seller charged me for.
We even told her this as she weighed the roots. But, unsure of ourselves, we bought it
anyway. As we walked away, Mai explained that sometimes sellers purposely have
faulty. Mai and -I decided to test our hunch about the Yucca seller's rigged scale. We
asked a nearby fruit seller to re-weigh our yucca. Sure enough, his scale read that it was
not quite 700 grams.
I wanted to go back and ask for more yucca or else a partial refund. But to my
surprise, Mai explained to me that only a difference of over 100 grams would warrant
returning to the seller and complaining. She explained that usually street vendors' scales
were poor quality and not in sync with one another. Therefore, she told me that "the
general rule" in this kind of buying situation is that buyers are only justified in returning
to complain if the difference is really significant, "as in 100 grams or more," she tells me
(personal observation, Hanoi. 10 October 2004).
The historic role of informal markets as spaces of self-determination for "the
People "
Hanoi's thriving informal market world stems from Hanoi's long and complicated
history of Vietnam's colonial past, and the subsequent relationships between "the People"
and the state. Political scientist Regina Abrami argues that the historical context in which
the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV) rose to power - based on Vietnam's continual
struggle for economic autonomy under the Chinese and French mercantilist colonial
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regimes - greatly influenced the shape of Vietnam's socialism in regards to the extent to
which the state was able to control the economy (Abrami 2002). Abrami argues that some
of the central ideas in Communist Party leader, Lk Duan's vision and in the formation of
Vietnamese socialism, such as "collective mastery, class struggle as unity and socialist
legality" unintentionally left a loophole for the role of society or "the People" in their
own economic governance. The Vietnamese people, therefore, remained deeply involved
in their informal economic activity throughout even the height of central planning in the
1960s and 70s, while local cadres were left without the authority "to sow conflict or
deploy class-based strategies of economic rule enforcement" (Abrami 2002: 379).
Before the second half of the 191h century, northern Vietnam's indigenous
commercial landscape was similar to that of other agrarian societies in that it was
comprised of local markets, itinerant traders, and handicraft production (Nguyen Thua
Hy 2002). The absence of a powerful domestic merchant class led the Vietnamese royal
courts, to make alliances with overseas and immigrant Chinese traders (Reid 1996,
Vuong 1959, Woodside 1997). The role of economic outsiders in big business was
further entrenched in the French colonial period, by which point, Chinese merchants
controlled domestic commerce, especially wholesale trade, while the French took over
foreign trade and government; "Vietnam's economy, it seems, did not belong to the
Vietnamese" (Abrami 2002: 110).
Abrami argues that indigenous commercial forms, "such as small trade and
handicraft production," consequently "became symbols of the nation within the discourse
and practices of anti-colonial struggle" (Abrami 2002: 110). The exploitation of
Vietnam's women sellers - who lugged heavy goods on their backs with shoulder poles
for small amounts of money- became an image of the exploitation of the nation itself.
"Moreover," Abrami points out, "they only did so against the odds of a policeman
chasing after them" (110). As such: "Only in the marketplace were Vietnamese women
and thus the nation in their own world. The marketplace, and the small traders within
them, thus became revolutionary tropes of liberation from feudal relations and colonial
oppression" (Abrami 2002: 110).
Abrami also tells the example of how the story of when the Vietnamese lost
control of Hanoi in 1946 is always told as part of a larger story about how "the French
183
could not take Dong Xuan Market" (Nguyen 1981, Trinh 1984:157, Vu 1987). Instead,
local militia, with stones, carving knives, and wooden planks pulled from vendor's stalls,
forced the French military to retreat. This market, built in 1889, as one of many French
efforts to civilize the urban landscape ironically became the site of numerous strikes
against colonialism. In fact, many of Hanoi's market places were the site of strikes
organized by underground party workers between 1920 and the early 1950s, in which
women vendors protested against taxes and unsanitary conditions (Abrami 2002: 112).
Immediately after regaining control of Hanoi, the Vietnamese government's symbolic
acknowledgement of small trade was its lifting of the peddler tax that had been instituted
by French authorities. Through examples such as these, Abrami argues that the source of
historic state tolerance of the informal market in Vietnam (and the moral vigor with
which Vietnamese peasants participated in it) had initially to do with the influence of
colonialism on ideas of economic exploitation (Abrami 2002: 112).
In the 1960s and 1970s people who felt cheated within the state collective system
rebelled against the government in the only means available, which was by enhancing
their activities in the informal economy (Kerklvliet 1993). In addition to being an act of
resistance against an oppressive state for many people, the informal economy has been a
lifeboat as well. Because the informal economy enabled goods to move more freely than
the state system allowed, "the economic shocks of the late 1980s were, in other words,
softer than might otherwise have been the case for a population that had already suffered
through the high tide of socialist transformation in the 1950s, a centralization campaign
in the early 1970s, severe economic hardships in the late 1970s and a campaign against
illegal businesses in the early 1980s - all of which forced people to become ever more
innovative and self-reliant" (Abrami 2002: 9).
The state's historic tolerance towards the informal economy appears to be
diminishing in the new market economy. Regina Abrami's interviews with micro-
entrepreneurs in northern Vietnam reveal their perception that their lives and livelihoods
under the new open market have become more difficult than before. Despite having new
houses, motorbikes, and an increased standard of living, Abrami's small business people
complain of "excessive bureaucracy, the lack of capital, unfair trading practices and what
feels to many to be a loss of freedom since the arrival of 'the Market'." As one trader
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reflects, "before, there was no law, and now there is too much. There are signs
everywhere telling us what to do" (Abrami 2002:16). The sense of restriction among
small business people contrasts with the spirit of newfound freedom experienced by
larger business enterprises in Vietnam since d6i m6i.
For all classes, informal market spaces serve as spaces of self-determination in a
restrictive state politic. Abrami uses the example of how during a police raid local
residents might offer temporary refuge to a peddler down an alleyway or in a shop
doorway. I have witnessed this on more than one occasion. Therefore, as Abrami argues,
"these contests of public order consequently look more like the "People" against the
police than the city against the countryside. In effect, both urban and rural citizens have
joined together in a war for public space and economic rights, rather than falling against
each other in a state-led campaign of market civilization-building" (Abrami 2002: 14).
How this will be affected by the increasing strength of state-led market modernization
and the enclosure of market spaces remains to be seen.
The clearing of "illegal" markets from public spaces
The enclosure and formalization of both the rules and spaces of Hanoi's markets
has been accompanied by simultaneous attempts to clear "illegal" market forms from
public spaces as well - namely streets, sidewalks, and alleys. The Ministry of Trade's
2002 survey counted 188 "temporary" or informal markets, compared to 135 permanent
markets in Hanoi. While it is acknowledged that these markets are fueled by consumer
demand and "are a definite answer to the growing city demand, especially for the middle-
class," (Hoang 2006: 13) they are considered by the government to be "illegal trading
points which easily disturb traffic safety, and encroach on streets and sidewalks." These
markets are also considered to "jeopardize the urban landscape and the image of a
modern commercial civilization, as well as food safety" (Ibid). This rhetoric conflates the
notion of modernity with safety and places street markets in opposition to both of these
simultaneously.
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From this official perspective, one can see why temporary, or unplanned markets
are targeted specifically in Hanoi's (1998) city wide project, "Planning, Developing, and
Upgrading Markets in Hanoi Through 2020." This plan further specified the number of
informal market outlets that would be cleared away each year, and between 2000 and
2002, 16 informal market outlets had already been cleared away (Hoang 2006: 13). The
most recent legislation assigns responsibility to provincial People's Committees the task
of "preventing and putting an end to the state of marketplaces emerging spontaneously or
built in contravention of planning; working out plans and measures to get rid of
marketplaces not included in the planning and spontaneously emerging marketplaces,
first of all marketplaces held on roadbeds, street pavements, thus affecting traffic safety,
environment sanitation and public order" (Hanoi Ministry of Trade 2003).
Figure 19: Street sale in central Hanoi. (photo by author)
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The aesthetics of order in the battle over street sellers
The poor, who make up the majority of street vendors and sellers in these
"illegal" markets have also been especially targeted by these new market policies in the
form of heavy fines and increased raids by local police (Moustier 2006b). The battle over
street vendors in Vietnam is also a battle of borders and boundaries - imagined and real.
In establishing order and territoriality, officials are also establishing a new identity for the
municipality of Hanoi. These new borders are often drawn along the boundary between
they city of Hanoi, proper, and its surrounding rural areas. Nguyen Van Binh, Chief of
Labor and Social Welfare Services for one of Hanoi's districts, describes the issue of
Hanoi's street vendors as a problem of administrating "those people who are not the
inhabitants of Hanoi but temporarily reside in Hanoi" ("Improving" 2006). This is
because most of the street vendors in Hanoi - especially of food- are from surrounding
rural areas. This makes the activities of these people more difficult to control from the
governmental perspective. Nguyen Van Binh continues on to recommend that the
different types of street vendor, grouped according to their place of residence "i.e.
Hanoian street vendors and street vendors from other provinces" should be studied
further because the "administration of people from other provinces is a difficult issue"
(Ibid).
Interviews I had with two street sellers who lived in boats moored at the banks of
the Long Bien river described an entire existence within illegal spaces of Hanoi. Most of
the boat people in this particular area come from the neighboring rural province of Hung
Yen. As one street seller/resident tells me, "some of these families still have houses back
in the countryside but they are very poor" and they are not able to make a living there.
These families are too poor to buy a house "on the bank" so live illegally on the river.
Occasionally the police chase the families from one bank (the Hanoi city side) to the
other (the edge of Hanoi's rural areas). One of the women points up the river towards the
bridge, "some of the boats have prostitutes and keep drugs," they tell me. When they
have problems with crime, the government won't help them because "they consider all of
us the same" (,personal interviews, Hanoi, 23 April 2005).
187
These two sellers are members of a number of poor families who live in boats
along the banks of the Red River underneath the Long Bien Bridge. This is also near the
site of the Long Bien wholesale market - the largest wholesale market for fruits and
vegetables in Hanoi- that incidentally has been slated for destruction as part of the city
market re-organization. The area around Long Bien is a physical border area of the
central city, with the bridge extending from central Hanoi on one side to its newer
suburban agricultural districts on the other side. The families who live in this area are
generally low income. The income level literally crumbles off the edge of the riverbanks
into the water where the poorest families live in their boats, prepared to flee from police
who occasionally drive them up or down stream.
On the day of the interview, my friend and I drive our motorbike through the
neighborhoods near Long Bien until the pavement cut off fairly shortly after leaving the
main road. We park near the last row of houses before the river and made our way
through the garbage-filled underbrush down to the mud banks of the river. We then totter
over a hand-made walkway composed of large plastic bottles, tires, and other found
objects until Co Luong, one of the women of the boats, meets us with a homemade raft
made of styrafoam and covered in large plastic-coated empty rice sacks. Walking through
the water, she pulls us each individually to her boat, which lies about 30 feet from the
shore. On the banks of the river are the rowdy little boys who greeted us with a somewhat
disturbing bravado for such small boys - including a large rock thrown in the water near
us and one child who came close to smacking us with a tree branch and then decided
against it. The attacks of territory marking stopped when they found out that we carried a
large duffel bag of clothes for their families, after which they were the ones who led us to
Co Luong's "dock."
Co Luong is 41 years old. She is attractive, has smooth skin, and wears a black
top and pants with a pair of small thick curved gold earrings. I talk to her about her recent
shift from selling in the streets of Hanoi as an ambulatory vendor to selling in the less
lucrative night wholesale market at Long Bien:
MH: "What fruits do you sell'?"
CL: "Vti sira [star apple] ... xoaii [mango] ... whatever is in season. I do
business with a friend and we share the profits."
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MH: "How do you and the friend do business?"
CL: "My friend has more money than I do and the friend uses her money to buy
fruit for me to sell. I am the labor. I sell the fruit and then we divide the profits."
MH: "How long have you been selling at the market?"
CL: "Two years. I used to be an ambulatory vendor but I was swept away by the
police. So now I sell in the night market."
MH: "How long were you an ambulatory vendor?"
CL: "18 years. The police came two years ago and chased me away."
MH: "How could you sell for 18 years but finally decide two years ago to quit
because of the police? How long have the police been bothering you?"
CL: "The police have been bothering me for 18 years, but in the past the law was
not strict enough. Two years ago things became more difficult and the police
chased harder. They took my goods from me or sometimes fined me 20,000 VND.
Two or three years before I stopped selling," [approximately 1999-2000], "it
became harder because the government sent more police to sweep ambulatory
vendors off the streets. I became tired of sometimes losing all of my stuff or
paying money. So I started selling at the night market. I buy and sell fruit from
about 10 p.m. to 8 a.m. Selling at the night market is not as good, it doesn't make
as much money as selling ambulatory. I now have to be very frugal."
(personal interview, Hanoi, 23 April 2005)
Co Luong's neighbor, Co Thanh, was an ambulatory vendor who sold vegetables
on the streets of Hanoi until recently when her husband's tuberculosis caused her to stay
home and take care of him. She tells me about her experience as a seller in the street,
beginning with why she prefers not to sell in the street:
CT: There is a fee of 1,000 VND per day to sell [at the market]. [As an
ambulatory vendor on the streets] the police chase us a lot. Nowadays they chase
us a lot. From last year to this year the police have been chasing us a lot more.
MH: How does that affect your life?
CT: If the police catch me, then they take all of my stuff - even my basket. And
they don't give it back. Last year, I was caught by the police. They took 20 kg of
lychees. Anywhere I go the police catch me. The policy in Viet Nam is that
they take ambulatory vendors to a police camp.
MH: How much was that worth?
CT: 60,000 VND. Now because my husband is sick, my daughter sells for me.
One of my Vietnamese companions, who works for a local grassroots NGO,
wants to explain for me what a sum of 60,000 VND means to this family. She tells me
that she has come here for dinner and had a meal in which they spent 500 VND on
chicken liver, and had one kind of vegetable, so for 1-2,000 VND [10-15 cents] they had
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a "really good meal" (personal interviews, 23 April 2005). These interviews suggest that
the police crackdowns through fines and jailing have in part had their intended effects of
discouraging street vending. However, what we also see is that there are few other
equally profitable alternatives. Making street vending illegal is not eliminating informal
selling, but it does reduce the income of many sellers who have to fit into less lucrative
cracks in the informal economy. Furthermore, these sellers do not leave Hanoi because
even though their wages have sunken even further, they are still better than what they can
earn if they return to the country where they have no job or farm work.
The irony is that while the so-called "traditional sector" is being increasingly
marginalized by the government as a viable economic and market form, there are
macabre examples of local governments capitalizing upon an idealized form of these
market worlds as a nostalgic theater for urban consumers who have lost the ability to buy
from the farmers themselves.
For example, the recent "My Homeland" festival in Van Thanh Tourism Park just
outside of Ho Chi Minh City boasted a variety of amusements and foods designed to
convey the "traditional life" of Vietnam. The organizer of the festival was the Saigon
government tourism department. Different displays at the festival included folk games,
folk music, and re-constructions of small trade villages where urban visitors could come
witness the production of traditional handicraft items. In a striking contrast with
contemporary politics, the event organizers even set up within the park a "Vietnamese
traditional rural market "to introduce visitors to the daily life of Vietnamese people in
every region." This market was designed to function as "a real market with street vendors
wearing traditional costumes, calling out to attract passers-by." 46 If they knew about it,
the irony of this display would surely not lost on the thousands of street vendors in Hanoi
who have been increasingly subject to police crackdowns and fines in the streets of Hanoi
in addition to being described by government officials as making the city "less beautiful."
46 http://english.vietnamnet.vn/travel/2007/03/671476/ (Accessed 20 April 2007).
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"That an economy seeking to advance itself should retain ancient
means of circulating goods suggests many things about it, but
interestingly, what becomes controversial is not the inhuman treatment of
pheriwalas or the grotesque form of modernization this represents. The
most part of the criticisms is in fact aesthetic and political: street vendors
are seen as offensive, inconvenient, and illegitimate. Attempts to impose
order on city spaces are also about the value of the real estate involved;
order and value are recurring themes in the aesthetic, economic, and
political arguments waged here" (Rajagopal 2004: 236).
Anthropologist Arvind Rajagopal argues that in neo-liberalizing economies, street
vendors are a part of the economy that spurs consumption, but are understood as vagrant
figures to be disciplined. He explains that street vendors are real figures, seen as illegal in
relation to the formal economy, "but are also metaphorical in that they symbolize
disorder." Furthermore, they are accused of encroaching on public spaces, of dirtying the
cityscape, and of "occupying space that is not theirs" (Rajagopal 2004: 228). According
to the Vietnamese market modernization agenda, rural traders in the city are remnants of
a former existence that is now considered unsightly and undesirable. In Vietnam, the
main source of sentiment against street vendors come not from the general public who are
recognized to support them ("Improving" 2006), but from officials in the government
who view them as causing "disadvantages with regard to the traffic, sanitation and
environment, security order, urban image, etc." ("Improving" 2006).
Caroline Humphrey finds a similar rhetoric connected to aesthetic representation
of order and disorder in the post-Soviet Russian towns where she works, "Trading is kept
away spatially from government buildings and otherwise seems 'disorderly' wherever it
happens. Pavement sellers by a shop door 'get in the way'; when confined in a market,
they 'create dirt.' In Ulan-Ude, the result has been that original-looking trading stalls
have virtually disappeared. Kiosks and stalls, by local regulation, must be of a given size
(recently increased, to the traders' irritation). Many places have lines of identical stalls,
nameless, and all painted the same color. Seeing this, people say with satisfaction 'At last
there is some order in our markets."' (Humphrey 1999: 42)
While Vietnamese consumers do not speak of eradicating street vendors and
informal markets, they express a shared relief with the government at the fact that
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nowadays markets in general are more "orderly" than before. Street markets are still seen
as more disorganized than formal markets, though. For example, I stop a chubby woman
in her late 70s who is wearing headscarf as she is walking out of Hom market one
morning. She is carrying a small bag with what looks like some meat and some greens in
it. She tells me she owns a small cigarette shop nearby, and she comes to this market
every day. She tells me, "I like this market [Hom] because it is cleaner and orderly. In the
other market [Nguyen Cong Chu], everything is arranged lung tung [haphazardly]"
(personal interview, Hom market, 31 January 2006).
In the last two years, local city authorities in both Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh city
have been becoming stricter in their policies towards any markets that have not been set
up or formally approved by provincial or district government, i.e. informal markets (Van
Wijk et al. 2005: 5; Cadilhon and Tam 2004). Most of their tactics have been to clear
street sellers from the main commercial areas of the city. Municipal governments in
major cities are increasingly closing unofficial street markets "in order to diminish traffic
jams and possible unhygienic conditions" (Van Wijk et al. 2005: 5). In 2004, A Hanoi
newsletter, Ngutri Lao D6ng [The Laborer], published an article titled, "Hanoi: End to
Street Vendor Pestering," and announces that the Hanoi Department of Labour, War
Invalids, and Social Affairs recently distributed more than 10,000 pamphlets- ostensibly
to street vendors- detailing regulations prohibiting street vendors from pestering and
following foreign visitors. Included in these regulations was a lengthy list of locations in
which street vendors are banned from operation, including many popular tourist sites like
Hoan Kiem Lake, Thang Long Puppetry Theatre, Vietnam History Museum, Hanoi
Opera House, Trang Tien Street, Nha Tho Lon Church, Lenin Park, One Pillar Pagoda,
Truc Bach Lake, Van Mieu, and Tay Ho Temple in Tay Ho District (Ngtcdi Lao D.5ng
2004).
- The actual list includes many more areas throughout the city, which are areas in
which a large number of local Vietnamese live, do business, and socialize as well.
Therefore, while the specific target in this case are foreigners - an acknowledgement of
the increased number of tourists and importance of tourism in Vietnam- the law
effectively cordons off major areas of commerce from participation by informal street
vendors. This is effectively cutting off the lifeblood of these vendors, because Hanoi's
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markets have historically arisen at just these type of areas - at contact points between the
suburbs and inner city, countryside and city, important traffic points, and junctures of
flows of people in the city (Nguyen 2005: 2).
In a recent meeting about the street vendor situation in Hanoi, a government
representative from one of Hanoi's districts stated,
"Street vending has existed for a long time and will continue to
exist in the future, in Vietnam as in many other countries . . . Even the
legislation of the ministry of trade recognizes the role of street vendors ...
The question is not to eliminate street vending, it is rather to manage it
more adequately ... this complicated matter [has] to be dealt with in a
scientific way, and at a local/district level, with all relevant technical
departments involved ... It is not easy to eradicate the existence of street
vending in the short coming time. The policy/ direction of eradication of
informal markets, toad markets and street vending in the current
circumstance is ideological rather than realistic; the consumers highly
support street vending." ("Improving" 2006)
The reference in this statement to using the tools of scientific management and
technology to deal with the problem of street vendors exemplifies the notion of social
triage discussed at the beginning of the chapter. One sees here how the government has
adopted the tools and language of science and technology in order to manage (or
eliminate, depending on whom you ask) the disorder that street vendors represent.
Supermarkets and modernity
At the same time the state is attempting to discourage and eliminate the disorderly
informal elements of Hanoi's market places (which are the warp and weft of the current
system), it is encouraging the arrival of a new modern form of market, the supermarket.
Within the last ten years, the supermarket has arrived in Hanoi to both fulfill and create
the new desires of urban consumers. The supermarket as a market form also embodies the
state's ideals of modernity. In the rest of this chapter, I first briefly outline the history of
supermarkets in Hanoi, followed by a discussion of how supermarkets have become icons
of modernity in government development policy.
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Finally, in the last part of the chapter, I show how supermarkets have gained
major symbolic status among consumers as institutions of quality control. As evidenced
in earlier parts of this chapter, the subject of quality control in fresh produce has become
one of the major arenas in which consumers' concerns about the post- d6i m6i economy
and market system has been played out. As a result, supermarkets have made strong
efforts to build their images around the notion of quality control despite the reality that
they are still operating and embedded in the same traditional system from which they are
trying to distinguish themselves in the eyes of customers. Supermarkets' ideological
campaigns do seem to be working, based on the fact that a number of consumers describe
their trust in the quality of supermarket goods based on the fact that they possess
"modem" technologies such as air-conditioning and freezers- which do not really ensure
that produce in these stores is fresher or safer than those bought in other market types.
The rise of supermarkets in Hanoi
The country's first supermarkets were state-owned enterprises - the very first one
being Ho Chi Minh City's Saigon Coopmart. which opened in 1994 and now accounts for
half of modem retailing in Vietnam (with 13 supermarkets in southern Vietnam). Yet
foreign global chains have been expressing increasing interest in Vietnam and represent
an increasing proportion of Vietnam's supermarket retail outlets. In 2006, U.S. consulting
firm AT Kearney ranked Vietnam as the third most attractive county in the world for
mass retailers (behind Russia and India and ahead of China) ("Vietnamese love of
supermarkets" 2006).
While the introduction of supermarkets to Vietnam has occurred later than in
other southeast Asian countries like Thailand, the rate at which supermarkets are
occupying the share of food products in Vietnam has been more dramatic. One report
predicts, that even though in Vietnam supermarkets are only a few years old, their share
of retail food sales is expected to increase "from around 0.5% in 2000 to around 40% in
194
2006" 47 If this projection proves correct, then supermarkets in Vietnam will have
increased their share of Vietnam's food products by eighty times in only six years.
This investment in supermarkets corresponds to Vietnam's huge boost in external
relations with foreign countries for foreign direct investment (Harvey 2005: 135). In
Vietnam by 1994, FDI was coming into Vietnam at reported rates of over U.S. $1 billion
annually (Fforde and De Vylder 1996: 245). By late 1990, the Vietnamese government
had issued licenses to 193 foreign investment projects - most of which were joint
ventures. By 1995, this number has risen to 1,200 licensed ventures with a total of U.S.
$4 billion in disbursements of FDI. The total capital amounted to about U.S. $12 billion
(Fforde and De Vylder 1006: 286-287).
It is difficult to calculate exactly how fast the rate of supermarket grown has been
in Hanoi, because the official definitions for supermarkets have changed over the years.
In the early years of supermarkets in Vietnam, any shop registering itself as a
"supermarket" with the government was counted as one. In 2002 and 2004, however, new
increasingly specific definitions of supermarkets were instituted. By any definition,
however, the number of supermarkets in Hanoi has risen quickly between 1990 and 2004.
In 1990 there were no supermarkets in Hanoi. By 1993 there were 3 supermarkets. By
2001, there were 32 supermarkets by and 4 trade centers . By 2004, the criteria for a
supermarket there were 55 supermarkets (including 12 mini-marts) and 9 trade centers by
the earlier definition - which equaled 24 supermarkets and 8 trade centers by the new
official definition (Hoang 2005: 15).
The 65 supermarkets now operating in Hanoi are a mix of state-owned, private,
and joint-venture companies. These supermarkets include giant warehouse-like wholesale
stores such as German-based Metro whose shoppers must carry membership cards. Some
main examples of the different kinds of supermarket chains in Hanoi include the
following outlets. 49
47 http://www.regoverningmarkets.org/regions/s-e asia/index.html (July 31, 2006)
4' Trade centers, inside which many supermarkets are located in Hanoi, are defined as
"constructions including supermarkets, wholesale and retail shops, and service centers,
concentrated in one area or place which is thoroughly planned and managed" (Hanoi People's
Committee 31 October 2002 in Hoang 2006: 16).
49 For a detailed list of supermarkets, trade centers, mini-marts and shops in Hanoi, refer to the
appendix on pages 58-65 in Moustier et al. Supermarkets and the Poor in Vietnam (2006).
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- Big C, a French discount supermarket chain is a joint venture between the French
company Espace Bourbon and The Thang Long Tourist and Trade Company. Big
C currently has 4 outlets in Vietnam, including the 12,000sq. meter Big C Thang
Long Supermarket, the largest of its kind in Hanoi, which opened in late 2004.
- Hanoi Seiyu, Vietnam's first joint venture supermarket between the Hanoi Food
Company with Seiyu corporation of Japan.
- Metro Cash & Carry, a German-owned global wholesale chain. Metro Cash &
Carry was the first foreign company licensed to open a wholesale company in
Vietnam, opening its first store in 2002. Metro has traditionally targeted
restaurant and shop owners for its members-only service but has increasingly
been patronized by individual members as well.
- Intimex, a state-owned supermarket with 4 outlets in Hanoi. Intimex has been a
major leader in establishing the Hanoi Supermarket Association in 2005, with
membership by 17 of 65 supermarket companies in Hanoi.
- Fivimart and Coopmart, two of the main privately owned Vietnamese companies.
Each has multiple outlets in Hanoi.
In order to protect domestically owned (many of which are state-owned)
supermarkets, the government of Vietnam so far has not allowed 100% foreign-owned
investment in the retail industry." Initially, foreign companies have been approved to
form joint ventures with local partners on the condition that their control is smaller than
50 percent. This model has worked well for the case of Belgium's Cora chain and Japan's
Seiyu chain in Vietnam. Restrictions on foreign investment in retailing have limited the
growth of the retail supermarket industry in Vietnam. However, under pressure from
WTO negotiating partners for more reforms in market liberalization and in accordance
with the Bilateral Trade Agreement (BTA) between USA and Vietnam, the Vietnamese
government has indicated that it will liberalize the sector in the very near future. It has
been predicted that Vietnam will allow 100% FDI in retailing and distribution within the
next two-three years (Truong 2005: 5).5
-5 Germany's Metro Cash & Carry is the only operation thus far has been allowed to enter the
market as a 100% foreign invested "cash & carry" operation, because it nominally requires
customers to be wholesale purchasers for restaurants or shops. However, the government has
placed certain restrictions on Metro's operation as a 100% FDI company (Truong 2005: 5).
'1 Other foreign chains that have expressed interest in opening outlets in Vietnam include U.S.'s
Walmart, France's Carrefour, U.K's Tesco, Malaysia's Parkson, and Singapore's Giant South
Asia Investment Pte Ltd. ("Vietnam's retail" 2005).
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Supermarkets as icons of the modern market
The notion of the supermarket has been relegated to the status of an icon of
modernity in Hanoi, by both the government and consumers. For example, recent
national legislation regarding supermarkets, trade centers, and department stores has
focused largely on defining these market types in terms of their modem characteristics.
The successive documents issued since 2002 attempting to secure a more specific
definition for supermarkets reveals the state's strong political investment in the
supermarket's image. Policy language that emphasizes modernity and scientific
rationality appear to be part of the Vietnamese government's attempts to build itself as a
"modern nation," an identity that would in turn help attract foreign investment in the
form of business enterprises such as supermarkets. Repeated references in these
documents to using techno-rational systems of sorting, ordering, and arranging goods in
scientific ways, again reflect the ideology of scientific modern development that we have
seen run throughout the state plans for re-organizing Hanoi's market system. This logic is
not only found in policy documents, but is voiced by the spokespeople for supermarkets
as well. For example, Vo Thi Phuong Mai, business and marketing director of Vietnam's
Fivimart chain describes a new outlet in Vietnam's rapidly growing Binh Duong province
and points out that the store has "displayed its good scientifically, helping clients save
time in seeking needed products" ("Fivimart" 2006).
Before 2002, Hanoi's Ministry of Trade had no specific planning strategy for
supermarkets and shops (Hoang 2006: 15). In 2002, the Hanoi People's Committee
attempted to remedy this by releasing Decision 142/2002/QD-UB, which makes a first
pass at defining supermarkets as "large retail shops which are modernly equipped,
operating in a self-service mode and selling consumer goods to meet the demand of the
population" (Hoang 2006: 15). The 2002 definition of supermarkets describes them as
"large retail outlets" that are "modernly equipped," without specifying what modernly
equipped entails. There is the vague sense here that something "modern" is needed in
order to distinguish a supermarket from other large retail outlets in Hanoi, such as big wet
markets. But exactly what this was had yet to be defined.
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DECISION 1371/2204/QD-BTM released by the Ministry of Trade on September
13, 2004 gave a much more specific description of what supermarkets (and other similar
new institutions such as department- stores and trade centers) needed to have and be in
order to be modern outlets:
"Modern stores, general or specialized, having abundant and diversified
kinds of goods with assured quality; meeting criteria on business space,
technical facilities and management as well as business organization
capabilities; adopting civilized52 and convenient service modes so as to
satisfy the customers' shopping demand ... the number of products
should be more than 4,000 for general supermarkets (more than 500 for
specialized supermarkets)."
Two weeks after this supermarket decision was released, the Ministry of Trade
issued a supplementary decision defining supermarkets and trade centers. The first
passage of Decision 1371/2004/QD-BTM Regulation on Department Stores and Trade
Centers stipulates that all trade centers and department stores should have:
"Solid and highly aesthetical architectural works with advanced and modern
designs and facilities .. .'" Regarding their technology, they must have "a system
of advanced and modern warehouses and technical equipment for preservation,
preliminary processing, packaging, sale, payment, and business management"
(Hoang 2006: 17)
The same as in the decision on supermarkets, this document sets forth stipulations
for the engineering of social spaces as well as technical facilities. For example, "Class 1"
department stores must be capable of,
"Organizing and arranging goods according to commodity lines or
commodity groups in a civilized and scientific manner for convenient and
fast selection, purchase and payment by customers; having lockers for
personal belongings; providing catering and entertainment services;
services for the handicapped and children; home delivery service; and
services of goods for sale via Internet, post, and telephone"
(Hoang 2006: 17)
52 The Vietnamese word used here is "vin minh" which connotes the idea of progress and
modernity (Hoang 2006: 15).
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In the stipulations for all goods and services traded in department stores and trade
centers, the following criteria are set forth for food sold in such places,
"For goods being food, they must ensure the hygiene and safety criteria
and have their use durations clearly inscribed on their packings. For fresh
of unpacked preliminarily- processed agricultural products or food, they
must be sorted and classified and have their origins, quality as well as use
durations clearly inscribed at goods stands and counters"
(Hoang 2006: 27)
This last requirement, outlining the specific means and channels by which
fresh fruits and vegetables are meant to enter supermarkets signifies an important
departure from the current fresh produce distribution system though which most
fresh fruits and vegetables are bought and sold in Hanoi. In this former system,
virtually all produce arrives at markets having been collected from a variety of
small farmers- without label or source designation.
If fresh food is increasingly sold in supermarkets and department stores
under such requirements, farmers and traders (often one in the same) will have to
change their ways of collecting and distributing food. New food chains will have
to be formed - and already have begun to be- to respond to these new quality and
production demands. However, many of the requirements and procurement
practices of supermarkets that place a greater financial burden on the farmer
exclude poor farmers (Moustier et al. 2006c).
The repeated references in the previous policy documents to sorting,
ordering, and classifying goods in policy on supermarkets reveals the great
emphasis on aesthetics in the construction of modern markets. Requirements for
square footage, number of products, "highly aesthetical" architectural works, or
goods arranged "in a civilized and scientific manner," reveal the vision of modem
markets, and by proxy, modern society that these ideals cum laws are beginning
to shape.
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Consumption and modernity in Hanoi
The ideals of modernity that government documents espouse appear to be
connected to and feeding into a simultaneous search among Hanoi consumers for things
that are modern. This reflects the government and "the People's" joint search for ways to
define their visions for a new future. The desire for modernity, in a broad sense, explains
a large part of why and how Hanoi consumers have begun to incorporate supermarkets
into their range of market choices. In its beginning stages, one sees consumers using and
envisioning supermarkets as good for two purposes: one of these uses is for
entertainment. In this respect, the supermarket has become a museum of modernity for
consumers who come for the sole purpose of looking and experiencing this new
institution. The second purpose that the supermarket serves for Hanoi consumers is as a
place where good quality and safe products can be found. These two functions are not
unrelated to each other. A significant part of the means by which quality is perceived in
supermarkets is related to the modern aesthetics of their technology (i.e. air conditioning
and freezers). While these things can arguably play some role in ensuring quality by
increasing time of decomposition, etc., these do not in and of themselves guarantee the
safety of the foods in the market.
Friends, co-workers, and interviewees often invoked the notion of modernity. As
mentioned earlier, these references were related to someone's appearance or to material
objects. Anthropologists have demonstrated links between consumption practices and
modernity especially in developing counties. Daniel Miller argues that within the study of
increasing commodification, "perhaps the most interesting literature has examined how
key items in modern consumption are used to objectify, and thereby understand, the
nature of modernity as a social experience" (Miller 1995b: 149). This literature has an
implicit focus on consumption in the developing world, for, as Miller notes, "This focus
developed because for many people the entry into consumption is also seen as their entry
into self-conscious modernity" (Miller 1995b: 149). In developing countries like
Vietnam, the proliferation and availability of many new kinds of commodities coincides
with a pre-occupation with modernity and development, and people have found many
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new ways of expressing imagined identities and futures through the consumption of
objects (See Miller 1995b: 149-50; Wilk 1990 c.f.).
While the phenomenon of aestheticizing modernity through certain objects or
styles is practically universal, the forms that constitute modernity in Hanoi are uniquely
Vietnamese and correspond to Vietnamese peoples' historic periodization of the past and
the present. The economic change after 1989 is one of the strongest major ruptures
between past and present in peoples' conceptual timeline of modernity and so it figures
strongly in Hanoi consumers' aesthetics of modernity. This is visible it the fact that most
Vietnamese consumers - especially young ones - often define modernity in terms of
objects, people, and things that have only become available since d6i m6i.
For example, on one occasion when I wore a pair of flared green corduroy pants
with matching green sneakers instead of my usual loose-fitting dark linen slacks (that
resembled the traditional pants worn by older rural Vietnamese women), many of my
young co-workers complimented me. A woman named Phuong greeted me by the
cafeteria and by way of a compliment exclaimed, "Chi Meg o'i! You look very nice today
- very modern!" Other "modern" objects that people gravitated towards included blue
jeans, t-shirts, bags, and sunglasses bearing designer brand names such as Calvin Klein,
Tommy Hilfiger, and Chanel. Cell phones with multiple games and gadgets and colorful
toys and trinkets were also modern.
The major theme tying these disparate objects together seemed to be things that
represented a break from the past, a trait that has been used to define the phase of
modernity itself (Rofel 1999, Berman 1982, Baker 1990). This break from the past was
either expressed in objects or institutions that did not exist before d6i m6i (which was
often implied or stated as a beginning point for modernity among my informants) or in
things that had been transformed into new forms since then. For example, the trimming
and peeling of vegetables for food safety reasons has morphed into an art form or trend in
doing so for purely aesthetic reasons. In this way, previous ordinary vegetables are taking
on new meanings and forms, even previous ordinary foods such as tomatoes, carrots, or
radishes, were re-fashioned into shapes such as roses and stars to make meals more
"modern" explained my friends. Co Yen, a 53-year old Hanoi housewife and
grandmother describes the "modernization" of traditional foods in her home:
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"Before, in difficult times, we didn't have a lot of seasoning. In the past
we just had salt. Now we have b6t canh [soup powder],5 3 b.6t ngot [MSG], mi
chinh [another seasoning]. But the content is still the same. The basic foods are
still the same. For example, for a c6 [a big formal meal to greet people], the food
is still the same. We have gio' [boiled processed pork loaf], xoii [sticky rice], ga
[chicken], chd [fried cakes of pork or seafood], thit [meat].
But now people arrange food much better. We do things to decorate it. We
use chili and carrots and cut them into shapes. In the past when I had a round
piece of something [bdng], I would just cut it into square pieces. Now I cut it as
flowers. Or gib, before people just cut it into a square or wedges, now they make
it into animal shapes. Today, life is more modem so food has to be more delicious
[Bdy gi';, qu6c song hi.n dai ho?, non thwc an phdi ngon]. But the basic foods are
still the same. We still have the traditional foods.
(Co Yen, personal interview, Hanoi, 24 February 2005)
One sees in Co Yen's statement the emphasis on the fact that the basic things
(foods) are the same, but that they have been somehow enhanced, transformed, and
improved to correspond to the new (post- d6i moi) modern life of greater bounty and
choice. The increased interest in the aesthetics of food - in terms of both appearance and
a demand for more and more new flavors and tastes (recipes, varieties, seasonings, etc.)
correspond to an idea of modernity and what an ideal modern diet should be (interesting,
healthy, new).
The incorporation or combination of the old with the new has also been a major
feature of making modern places and things in Hanoi. Bold colors and new cuts of the
traditional a6 diii dress grace the pages of young women's fashion magazines and are
worn with high heels. My friend Linh takes me to a new "special store," promising that I
have never seen a "store like this in Vietnam" (personal communication, Hanoi, 27
December 2006). It was true, during my time in Hanoi between 2004 and 2005, I had not
been into a store that displayed this kind of "modern" aesthetic.
The store looks somewhat like Urban Outfitters, with a warehouse feel to the
corrugated metal staircase and bare metal racks from which rows of clothes hang. The
walls are spray-painted and collages from hip magazines paper the walls. In the large
plate glass display windows in front, interesting and "funky" artistic displays included a
53 Powdered soup mix used as seasoning for all kinds of dishes. B6t canh usually includes salt,
MSG, garlic powder, sugar, black pepper, and other seasonings.
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variety of juxtaposed objects that represented old and new, East and West. In the
background a machine is pumping fake snow through the scene. These objects include a
range of vintage-looking toys interspersed with new boots and jackets. Everything is for
sale. There are re-makes of vintage U.S. airplanes and white-skinned toy soldiers hanging
from parachutes as well as an antique-looking wooden marionette from somewhere in
southeast Asia. The owners' sense of the importance of this "original" aesthetic to the
stores' success was visible on the sign posted prominently at the entrance bearing an
image of a camera with a circle and a line slashed through it. Written are the words, "No
Cameras. No Pictures." Stealing a picture of this place would be tantamount to stealing
from inside the store itself.
Many of Hanoi's trendy new restaurants are at the forefront of reproducing this
style of modern aesthetics by serving new, specially decorated versions of former street
foods inside renovated upscale replicas of country village homes. A recent article in
Vietnam Airlines magazine describes the new trend in restaurants in Vietnam. "We all
know that the same food can taste differently when eaten in different settings," the article
begins. "Fifteen years ago," implying a time period precisely during the transition to the
market economy, "Vietnamese restaurants did not 'waste' money on decor. Patrons came,
ate quickly, and left. But over the past decade, rising living standards and growing
numbers of tourists have created a demand for comfortable and attractive eateries". The
article goes on to say that Vietnamese restaurateurs are investing increasing amounts of
money into the appearance of their restaurants, some of which are quite "lavishly or
strangely decorated." The article also lists a number of Hanoi restaurants where visitors
can be "charmed by the old-fashioned atmosphere" but at the same time peruse
"contemporary" paintings and installations ("Local flavor" 2006:110).
Retailtainment and the appeal of supermarkets
"In the prevailing climate of market liberalization, new corporate
investment in mini-malls and trendy department stores has sought to create a
consumption aesthetic and a shopping environment appropriate for the times"
(Rajagopal 2004: 229)
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In this social milieu where consumers appear to be actively seeking goods
and environments that represent a move away from the darker days of the
centrally planned economy, supermarkets have arrived to meet this desire. In fact,
the appeal of supermarkets as a place of entertainment is so strong among
Hanoians that most consumers buy very little or nothing at all when they go there.
The emergence of supermarkets as new sites for weekend family outings and
dates is part of the emerging phenomenon of what scholars and industry
executives refer to as "retailtainment."" Retailtainment, increasingly pursued as a
kind of "value-adding" by many kinds of retail outlets is the experience of going
shopping for entertainment rather than simply to procure goods. Many global
market chains have sought different ways to encourage consumers to enter and
spend time in their stores. The U.S. chain Walmart, for example, actively
sponsors a retailtainment campaign throughout its stores which host kids' activity
days, video screenings, and even exclusive concerts by famous pop stars that are
shown only in its home entertainment departments. 55
Supermarkets in Hanoi have not gone to this level, but the idea is still
there. In a 2005 interview, General Director of Big C supermarket in Hanoi is
quoted as saying, "Big C Thang Long is not a trading center bui a complex of
entertainment that can bring Hanoians a new style - all in one- the indispensable
trend of a modem and busy city" (Hong 2005). Smaller Vietnamese chains also
hold tastings and colorful food promotions at their entrances with a similar idea of
attracting consumers who have leisure time to spend there.
In Hanoi, consumers have adopted the supermarket on their own as a site for
retailtainment without much entertainment outside of the presentation of food itself
(Figuie and Nguyen 2006: 107). The phenomenon of "retailtainment," encapsulates the
waysin which at least supermarkets, as a new kind of market in Vietnam, have given new
form to the practice of buying and selling food. In fact, "retailtainment" suggests that the
act of shopping no longer necessitates a purchase. People simply go to the market to look
or window shop.
54 See: Walmart "That's Retailtainment"
http://www.walmartstores.com/Files/annual 2001/p7.html. See also: Badot and Dupuis 2002.
.5 Ibid.
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Figuie and Nguyen's (2006) study of the participation of poor in Hanoi's
supermarket chains showed that supermarkets have captured the imaginations, if not the
patronage, of all segments of the population including poor consumers who cannot afford
to visit or shop in them. For example, residents of Quynh Mai neighborhood (a poor
section of Hanoi) rarely if ever went to supermarkets due to the distance from their
homes and the price of the goods. Yet some of these people expressed a wish-like desire
to visit supermarkets that they imagine to be places of great interest. In a focus group of
Quynh Mai factory workers, one woman says, "I have never been to the supermarket, but
people told me how it is. I hope that one day I will visit one" (Figuie and Nguyen 2006:
116). The supermarket in this case seems almost to have taken on the status of an urban
legend whose praises are sung among co-workers and friends of whom only a few are so
lucky as to visit- one.
This vision of supermarkets as entertainment destinations as well as places of
beauty and entertainment was illustrated best for me by Hao, 23. On November 23, 2005,
a new shopping mall opened near my house. One Saturday about a month after that, she
came over to make lunch with me. About three or four blocks from where I lived, a new
shopping mall opened about three months after I arrived in Hanoi. One aspect of the mall
that attracted me was the fact that it contained a supermarket - Citimart - one of the few
in the city. There was a smaller supermarket around the corner from Vinacom towers,
which I had visited to buy milk or yoghurt occasionally. I had yet to enter the giant
Citimart.
Having made lunch with Hao a few times before, I thought we would go buy a
few ingredients from the vendors who lived on my street and who sold from their
home/shop fronts, or that we would go to my regular market, Hom market. I was
surprised that when Hao came over, despite my suggestions to go to Hom market where I
knew I could buy every ingredient fresh, Hao insisted that we go shop for groceries at
Citimart supermarket. She further surprised me by telling me that she had already been
there six or seven times since it opened the month before. Having told me how expensive
it was, I was curious to know why she had been there so often since it was also so far
from her house. I was about to find out.
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We entered the mall. It was a Saturday, and it was extremely crowded (personal
observation, Hanoi, 17 December 2004). There are a number of people buying fast food
outside the supermarket or at the little frozen yoghurt shop next door. Hao explained to
me as we walked through the big glass doors that because today was Saturday and
tomorrow was the weekend (many Vietnamese still work on Saturdays, even in offices)
that people would want to go to the supermarket to "buy things or just to look at things."
That's what she does here with her boyfriend. As she explains, the two of them go to the
supermarkets to look at all of the colorful packages of goods that are unfamiliar to her
and to examine and compare prices between the supermarket versions of familiar goods
with the prices they knew and paid in informal markets. Later, a young, well-off working
mother I knew confided in me that she often did this very same thing on her days off.
Hao and I rode the tall escalator to the floor where Citimart was located, checked
our purses and bags at the security counter, and passed between the two uniformed
guards to enter the supermarket. Once in the supermarket, we are confronted by a large
display of plastic-bagged rice. Hao pulled one out marked 25,000 VND for 2 kg and said,
"My mom," (who sells rice out of their home) "sells this kind for 7,500 per kilo." I
express surprise at the price difference, but she says, "at the supermarket they [the
supermarket itself] have to pay taxes," explaining why it was so expensive at the
supermarket.
Nearby, there are also three women standing together at the rice display, looking
at the rice and talking, occasionally picking up a bag or two. There are two older women
in their 50s or 60s and one younger woman perhaps in her thirties - maybe the daughter
of one of these women. I turn to Hao, "It looks like they're buying it! Why do
Vietnamese buy it [rice] here if it's so expensive?"
"They're not buying," she said. "They're just looking at the prices to compare
with the outside. I come here and do that too."
When I expressed surprise at Hao's claim that so many people really only entered
supermarkets for the interest of price comparing, she said, "Well, look yourself, you'll
see how crowded the supermarket is but there's nobody at the check out line!" I realized
then that Hao was right, although the aisles were crowded the check-out lines are almost
empty. I came to learn through these and other incidents that price shopping was a very
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popular diversion in Hanoi. Most Hanoians are not buying in the supermarket, and when
they do, it is usually to supplement the majority of the groceries bought at other markets.
I look at the shelves in Vietnamese supermarkets filled with rows of brightly labeled
baked beans and sugared breakfast cereals that have no discernable place in the
Vietnamese diet and wonder to myself, "who does shop here?" I never saw items like
these purchased or used in a home, though shoppers did pull the boxes from shelves and
turn them over in their hands as they read their labels.
How new tastes and food habits are created among consumers has been the
subject of a number of historical and anthropological studies (Belasco and Scranton, eds.
2002, Bentley 2002, Bruegel 2002, Charles 2002). For example, Martin Bruegel's article
on how French consumers were convinced to eat canned food - a product they found
distasteful compared to the local fresh produce they were used to eating - at the turn of
the century reflects a conversation I had with my friend Linh about the same subject. We
are talking about chemicals in food in the context of a discussion of the fact that the
Vietnamese do not like to eat artificial chemicals of any kind. I have asked Linh why,
then, the Vietnamese eat MSG in a lot of their food, which I consider an artificial
chemical. She answers that, "oh, that's only salt, some sweet flavor, 'i.o.' ... not
chemicals" (personal observation Hanoi, 29 November 2004).56 1 ask her then, where are
the chemicals. "In canned food," she quickly replies, adding "Vietnamese people like to
eat fresh and go to the market every day."
"Who, then, eats canned food in Vietnam?" I ask.
"People who don't have enough time," she answers, "where the members of
families are all very busy. Or can't go to the market every day."
As she speaks, I think of all of my Vietnamese acquaintances and of life in Hanoi
in general. Everyone seems to work hard and long hours, whether it be laying bricks on
the third story of a new building or speeding on a new motorbike to the office. Yet, in my
year in Hanoi, I did not meet anyone or see anyone eating canned food.
Linh then adds, "or people who think canned food is modern."
56 Figuie shows that some Hanoi housewives actually do consider MSG to be a chemical
additive whose intake should be avoided, "glutamate (especially in the case of urban
respondents) [is] criticized for being 'chemical' and so responsible for cancer" (Figuie
2004b: 16).
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She explains (though I have already seen from the prices in the supermarket) that
canned food is much more expensive than fresh food in Vietnam. "So," she says, "some
people think of it as a modem novelty and somewhat of a luxury good to be able to buy
and eat it, to have it on their shelves, although no one likes the taste so much."
Linh's description of canned food as a high-status luxury good in some cases
corresponds to Martin Bruegel's argument that even as the majority of consumers in turn-
of-the-century France rejected canned food precisely because it represented an industrial
product of unknown crafting and source, it also became a status symbol among the
wealthy who thought of it as a novelty. Bruegel shows how different groups within
French society initially adopted or rejected canned food for different reasons. Bruegel
shows, like in Hanoi, "different modes of consumption" existed among different
segments of the population (Bruegel 2002: 117). For example, similar to many present-
day Vietnamese, the lower classes in turn-of-the-century France, "appeared to insist on
the direct and timely provenance of foodstuffs on their table" (Bruegel 2002: 117).
However, at the same time, "the French leisure class reveled in the countercyclical
potential of appertized vegetables and fruit. To serve green peas or pears out of glass jars
during their fashionable dinners amused the rich, who delighted in the rarity of the
produce in winter and spring" (Bruegel 2002: 117). Linh's comment shows how canned
food- and the supermarkets where they are bought and sold - may not be desirable in
terms of gustatory taste, but that it is desirable to some as a symbol and artifact of
modernity.
The organization of countless products on the shelves of the supermarket brought
to mind not only possibility of changes in peoples' food consumption habits, but also
changes in the other types of market in Hanoi that appeared to imitate the organization
and presentation of the supermarket. I witnessed, for example, the before and after of the
renovation of Hom market in 2005. What struck me the most about the "after," aside
from the repaired roof and better lighting, were the rows of brand new miniature glass
cases filled with various seasonings and sauces that had been placed in front of vendors
who had before only sold raw meat, vegetables, and eggs.
208
Figure 20: A new diner patronized mainly by local Vietnamese displays its imported ingredients
to potential customers, including American products such as mayonnaise and Betty Crocker
pancake mix. (photo by author)
The Supermarket as Museum for Consumers
The strong symbolic appeal of the supermarket in Hanoi for both consumers and
politicians alike, calls attention to the resemblance between the supermarket and the
museum as socializing forms. In Primate Visions, Donna Haraway shows how museums
are "visual technologies" through which moral orders are established by the particular
arrangement -and presentation of objects within them (Haraway 1989:54). In both the
museum and the supermarket, waste, disorder, and disorganization are seen as counter to
the goals of telling a very specific story. Interestingly, Haraway also uses medical
scientific language and allusions triage or surgery to describe the function of the museum,
"The Museum was a medical technology, a hygienic intervention, and the pathology was
a potentially fatal organic sickness of the individual and collective body" (Haraway 1989:
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55). Both the language of the Vietnamese state's policy on supermarkets, with its
emphasis on rational order and "civilized" arrangements, and the ordered aisles of the
supermarket itself make clear that the supermarket is no place for the hubbub of the street
market. Embedded within supermarkets, the order of a new modern and organized state
is demonstrated.
Hanoi consumers also seem for the moment to share the understanding of
supermarkets as museums - as something both a part of and slightly separate from the act
of food procurement. The functioning of supermarkets as akin to a museum among Hanoi
consumers has not escaped notice. From Hanoi, a journalist reports, "To shoppers such as
Dang Kim Khue, a Hanoi homemaker, the new stores [supermarkets] are still such a
novelty that she visits them as if she were going to a museum. She goes not to buy, but to
gawk" (Stocking 2005).
States, supermarkets, and quality assurances
The strong symbolic appeal of supermarkets and their association with the notion
of modernity has also played a significant role in consumers' belief that they have
superior quality control to more "traditional" markets. As shown in the previous chapter,
the quality of fresh fruits and vegetables especially has become a major issue through
which consumers express their fears about new kinds of risk in the post- d6i m6i era. We
witness consumers' sense of vulnerability and lack of (state) protection from the larger
processes of environmental and social degradation in the countryside. Consumers'
express and compensate for this lack of structural protection by assuming strong
measures of individual protection.
Here, I argue that while consumers remain ambivalent about the capabilities or
intentions of the state to protect them from exposure to unsafe foods, their quick adoption
of the supermarket as a de-facto institution of quality control signals their eagerness for
some form of external regulation. While many people today are reluctant to talk about
their continued mistrust in the government, people regularly made comments about
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corruption and untrustworthiness in the government. Oftentimes this sentiment is
expressed in small jokes, like when I told someone about my problem with "points" on
my insurance record for running through a stop sign in the U.S., she laughed and told me
"too bad it wasn't in Vietnam, then you could have just given the policeman a few coins"
(personal communication, Hanoi, December 2006). The closest thing I ever heard to
someone talking badly about the government was by a young taxi driver I met who told
me, "I don't like to talk about the government, but we [the young people] in Vietnam
don't like the government" (personal communication, Hanoi, December 2005).
Consumers' feelings of being unprotected by the government take a more muted
form in the mundane transactions in local markets. Interestingly, people often express this
sentiment by complaining about state-issued currency. Stories and incidents of fake bills
circulating in the market are common. Even genuine currency is not completely trusted.
For example, a customer even has to ask the seller if she will accept coins, despite the
fact that they are legal tender. The seller, like many people I encountered, is still
suspicious of their value and tells her, "I don't like coins." The buyer then grumbles,
"The State issued coin, but [you] cannot spend [it]. What do they issue [coin] for? "
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, September 13, 2004). Moustier and Figuie find that
even during the avian flu crisis, poultry sellers in local markets did not publicly post the
certificates they received from the health services because these state-issued signs of
quality are not as credible as the salesperson's word (Figuie 2004a: 26). These instances
highlight what I have shown in previous chapters, that consumers have created their own
informal market world with its own rules that allows people circumvent the obstacles
placed by an undependable or untrustworthy state- regardless of whether the
untrustworthy items are potentially dangerous fruits and vegetables, fake bills, or fake
goods. Despite consumers' reliance and trust in their own abilities to mitigate the risks
created by the absence of trust in the state's regulatory abilities, recently, consumers have
shown a desire on the part of Hanoi consumers for some form of external regulation.
"Safe vegetables": The state's attempt at quality control in vegetables
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In chapter two, I briefly introduced the government's attempt to create a regulated
and certified brand of vegetables produced through low-chemical IPM practices, known
as "Safe Vegetables." Due to the cost of controlling all vegetables in Hanoi, the
Vietnamese government decided instead to focus on the development of a segmented
market for what are called "Safe Vegetables" with the expectation that the improvements
in quality developed for this segment will spread through all vegetable chains (Moustier,
Ho, and Nguyen 2006: 1). As a result of the numerous food poisoning incidents that have
occurred in Hanoi over the past 10 years from consumption of chemical-laden vegetables,
government institutes along with NGOs and farmers' cooperatives have made efforts to
produce and market certified low-pesticide vegetables, otherwise known as "Safe
vegetables" which I described in the dissertation's introduction."7 As early as 1989, the
Vietnamese government's Department of Science, Technology, and Environment in
Hanoi was experimenting with producing these vegetables that had "acceptable" levels of
pesticide or chemical residue according to international standards (Gia et al. 2004: 8).
Marketing "Safe Vegetables" to the Hanoi public has been somewhat of a
challenge. The strong consumer culture of reliance on one's own expertise to determine
quality seems to have deterred many consumers from paying more money for vegetables
that have been guaranteed as safe by outside experts. The visible result of this is that as of
2001, the production area of safe vegetables covered an area of 2,250 hectares, or one
quarter of the vegetables produced in Hanoi (Moustier, Ho, and Nguyen 2006: 1), while
as of 2005, the market for 'safe' and organic vegetables was still limited to 5% of
household consumption in Hanoi (Moustier et al. 2006d: 1).
Other sources, however, portray a consumer demand for safe vegetables so strong
that farmers are clamoring to meet it. A recent news article states that farmers who are
being certified in 'safe vegetable production methods "have met only 40 per cent of the
demand for safe vegetables, total land for safe vegetable cultivation in Ha Noi has
increased nine times since 1996 with capacity increasing 135 times and output levels
increasing 12 times" ("Northern Province" 2006).
57 There is more than one name in Vietnamese for these vegetables. Supermarkets and shops
selling these products usually use either "rau sach " [clean vegetables] or "rau an toahn" [safe
vegetables].
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The major problem with "Safe Vegetables," and with the regulation food quality
in general in Hanoi, is that due to lack of money, staff, and organization, actual lab
testing and sampling of vegetables often does not occur. Equipment and laboratory space
needed for testing vegetable samples in the fields is often unavailable (Engels 2005). The
government has in the past lacked the funds and staff to conduct regular monitoring
(Moustier, Ho, and Nguyen 2006: 1). Despite the work of numerous government
institutes (such as the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, Ministry of
Health, Ministry of Trade, and Ministry of the Interior) to control standards of vegetable
production, the food regulatory system suffers from a lack of coordination between too
many government agencies and a lack of enforcement. Figuie, Moustier, and Bricas state
that the actual implementation of testing and controls are concentrated at two times of the
year - during the Month of Sanitary Quality and around the lunar New Year (Figuie,
Moustier, and Bricas 2006: 17).
As a result, the process by which quality is guaranteed in "Safe Vegetable" chains
involves the same dependence on trust in one's supplier and in one's own experience that
occurs in the unregulated regular vegetable chains (Engels 2005). Engels' study of two
'safe vegetable' marketing cooperatives in peri-urban shows that at many points in the
safe vegetable distribution chain, the assessment of vegetable quality actually has little to
do with chemically testing the food, despite the fact that the image of "Safe Vegetable"
quality as superior to regular vegetables is based on the understanding that they are lab-
tested and certified unlike regular vegetables. The reality of "Safe Vegetables" is that
within "Safe Vegetable" chains quality is primarily ensured based on the same kinds of
practices that consumers use to ensure quality in the streets and markets. Actors along
"Safe Vegetable" chains rely on a combination of visually assessing the quality of
vegetables based on appearance and buying through known vendors.
- For example, one particular "Safe Vegetable" farmers' cooperative uses are
simply that the government at the district level "has contact" with the management of the
safe vegetable cooperative (Engels 2005: 43). They check what chemicals are being used
and what procedures are being used (though it seems that they do not perform laboratory
testing). However, the management of the cooperative does not check the quality of its
farmer/members in the field, despite the fact that it would be legally responsible if
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something were to happen. This is part of their signed contract with customers (Engels
2005: 43). Finally, the customers of cooperatives do not test the vegetables they buy from
the cooperative - "the cooperative has a commitment to their customers so the customers
believe the vegetables to be safe. Furthermore, there has never been any complaining in
the past" (Ibid). Therefore, as Engels points out, although part of the relationship between
safe vegetable cooperatives and their customers is based on a legal contract, "part of the
relationship is also based on trust" (Engels 2005: 50).
Engels visits the kitchens of two company cafeterias that buy 'safe vegetables'
from one of the cooperatives she studies. Neither kitchen actually tests the vegetables to
see if they are safe. This is not to say that they do not take measures to protect
themselves. At both kitchens, the produce is visually inspected and sometimes produce is
rejected if it doesn't look good. Both kitchens keep samples of all vegetables before they
are cooked for testing later in case someone gets sick (which did happen at a neighboring
factory) (Engels 2005: 47).
The kitchen manager at the Noi Hoi company, which produces boilers, plays a
central role in the purchase and pricing of the produce that comes through her kitchen.
She "is responsible for the quality of the food" (Engels 2005: 48). In the morning, when
the vegetables arrive she visually checks products "by experience of how the vegetables
should look." She explains that she cannot test the vegetables scientifically because "this
is a technical procedure she does not have access to" (Ibid.) Although she has been
invited to inspect the fields, she has not done so. Her role at the cafeteria is similar to that
of the housewife in the home.
While "Safe Vegetables," and to a lesser extent, "Organic" vegetables are still in
active circulation among producers, consumers, and vendors in Hanoi, "these signs are
not governed by a consolidated standardization." (Moustier et al. 2006d: 7). This has
resulted in what Moustier et al. describe as the "weak development of quality chains" in
Hanoi. They suggest in this case that "the state has a role to play in the definition and
enforcement of standards in addition to the private sector" (Ibid: 3).
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Weakness in the quality control system of supermarkets
Supermarkets are engaged in establishing new quality standards, and in many
locations they are actively participating in re-educating farmers and establishing new
supply chains in order to meet these new quality standards. This meets an expressed
demand for safer vegetables by Hanoi consumers (Moustier et al. 2006d: 1-2). However,
because the root issue behind the lack of regulation in "Safe Vegetable" chains stems
from a more general lack of state regulatory infrastructure, the same problems of ensuring
quality that exist in both the regular and "Safe" vegetable chains extends throughout
Hanoi's entire market system to include supermarkets as well. A number of studies have
shown that supermarkets are subject to the same lack of oversight and resulting reliance
on personal networks. Therefore, the degree to which supermarkets are currently
providing "higher quality" or better guaranteed produce as they would like consumers to
believe is uneven and unclear in Vietnam. Due to the realities of the market and
regulatory structure, these quality standards are often more about standardized
appearances and sizes than about bacteriological or chemical safety.
Supermarkets' infrastructure for lab-testing the bacterial and chemical safety of
their produce is uneven and uncertain at best. While a few large supermarkets and cash
and carry stores have their own labs for bacteriological testing, most supermarkets do not.
Therefore, chemical residues, bacteria etc. are not often tested in the produce sold in
supermarkets. The impact of these limitations on the quality of supermarket vegetables is
measurable: samples taken of vegetables from various supermarket and cash and carry
outlets in Hanoi by the Plant Protection Department in 2004 revealed pesticide residues
of forbidden active ingredients and those exceeding the Maximum Recommended Levels
(MRL) for agricultural chemicals according to the FAO/WHO's international guidelines
as well as for those Vietnam's "Safe Vegetable" standards by many times (Tien Phong
2004 in Van Wijk et al. 2005: 9).
Studies in Latin America and Asia show that there is often limited infrastructure
among supermarket chains for testing products for E. coli and pesticide residues
(Balsevich et al. 2003: 1152). The main quality standards imposed by chains in Balsevich
et al.'s Latin American study countries from Brazil to Nicaragua are therefore "regard
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mainly appearance and size" (Balsevich et al. 2003:1150). In Ho Chi Minh City, produce
is graded and supermarkets buy only "grade one." In Ho Chi Minh City, suppliers are
inspected by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development monthly or yearly.
Occasionally Metro and Coopmart, which operate in both Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh cities,
hire their own inspectors. Coopmart charges farmers with the cost of inspection when
problems are identified (Moustier et al. 2006e: 21).
In Hanoi supermarkets, "physical quality requirements are limited to little damage
and size homogeneity, plus packaging" (Moustier et al. 2006e: 21). This means again
that aside from the packaging, the quality requirements of supermarkets in Hanoi are very
similar to the self-imposed quality control standards of almost half of regular vegetable
retailers in Hanoi, "54.28% of peri-urban retailers and 48.57% of urban ones said that
they have to sort out vegetables before buying, with criteria such as varieties, color. [The]
major purpose of this activity is to get fresher vegetables so that they can [be kept for] a
longer time and sold at a higher price" . . .although "most retailers do not re-sort
vegetables before selling to consumers" (Gia et al. 2004: 33).
These facts are important because when the techno-scientific assurances for
quality (i.e. frequent laboratory testing of chemical and bacterial residues) are compared
between different kinds of market outlets (street markets, safe vegetable chains,
supermarket chains- which include safe vegetables) the levels of quality assurances that
are practically available on a daily basis in these outlets bleed into one another
significantly. For example, safe vegetable cooperatives sometimes have to buy from
farmers who are not cooperative members, for example when bad weather causes a poor
harvest. This can happen up to 3-4 times a month (Engels 2005: 46). Although the
cooperative expects the farmers it buys from to adhere to the same safe-vegetable
production standards its members follow, it cannot actually check/test their fields or
goods (Engels 2005: 46).
Supermarkets in Hanoi who "present themselves as selling 'Safe Vegetables'" are
thus equally affected by these ruptures in supply of so-called certified vegetables (Van
Wijk et al. 2005: 9). Another study in Hanoi found that supermarkets select suppliers
"according to their ability to produce a certificate of safe vegetable production," but for
the same reasons of insufficient or irregular supply often buy from traditional suppliers.
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For example, Hanoi supermarkets admit that during the rainy season, they must often
resort to buying vegetables from more distant regions such as Moc Chau or China
without proof of vegetable safety (Moustier.et al 2005:20).
Gia et al. (2004) also note the "difficult[y] if not impossibil[ity] for most
shops/supermarkets to chemically check vegetable quality," meaning that "they can only
rely on trustful relationships with suppliers" (Gia et al. 2004: 24). This is significant
because it means that supermarkets in a fundamental sense rely upon the same kinds of
relationships of trust in quality control as smaller formal and informal vendors, and
ultimately consumers. While supermarkets have taken some steps to differentiate
themselves from other kinds of markets in terms of produce quality control, the reality
that they are still part of the same larger political economy and agricultural production
system means that they remain bound by some of the same limitations as the other kinds
"less-modern" vendors. The mixing of 'safe' and 'unsafe' vegetables in these various
chains is in many ways the same practice that my individual market vendors use in Hanoi
urban markets writ large. When someone needs to fill a customer's order and has run out
of peas, she buys them from a nearby vendor without regard for whether one is a "safe
vegetable" vendor and one is not (personal observations, Hom market, Hanoi 2004-
2005).
Supermarkets claim superiority over traditional markets
The way things stand in Hanoi, claiming that any market chain is inherently better
or worse, safer or more dangerous, is impossible. In the following section, I examine the
reasons why, therefore, consumers have so quickly adopted supermarkets as de-facto
institutions of superior quality. For example, almost 90% of informants in a survey of
Hanoi consumers felt that food bought in supermarkets was safe, compared to just above
80 percent for from their "usual street vendors" (Figuie 2004b: 23) despite the fact that
they do not actually buy vegetables at supermarkets in large amounts. In fact,
supermarkets are not an important retailing point for fresh products in quantity - only 2%
of fresh vegetables in Hanoi are markets in supermarkets (Nguyen Thi Tan Loc 2002:
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21). Another study estimates the percentage as even lower, with supermarkets accounting
for only 1% of the fresh vegetables sold in Hanoi, while street vendors hold the majority
(46%) followed by ordinary market vendors (39%) (Ho et al. 2006: 184).
Therefore, although the supermarket is a relatively insignificant market outlet in
terms of sales, it already has a strong symbolic appeal for Hanoi consumers in terms of its
promise of superior quality to that found in "traditional" markets. Even among consumers
who have never set food in a supermarket, the belief that the supermarket has superior
quality exists. For example, one of Figuie's informants, a poor factory worker from
Hanoi says, "With my living standard and salary, I face difficulties buying products in
supermarkets," and yet she states matter-of-factly "I know that supermarkets' vegetables
are clean and guaranteed" (Figuie and Nguyen 2006: 116). The reasons for this faith in
supermarkets, I argue, have more to do with the symbolic construction of supermarkets'
image of superior quality than with the practical reality of their abilities to do so.
Furthermore, much of the construction of the image of the supermarket revolves around
the material and symbolic making of the supermarket as a "modern" break from the
disorganization portrayed in "traditional" outlets. Through the construction of this image,
supermarkets have the potential to facilitate a shift towards consumer trust in market
institutions whose quality assurances are based on outside expert knowledge rather than
their own senses and networks.
Lack of regulation in vegetables worldwide
The absence of scientific testing for "regulated" produce is not unique to Vietnam
or to other developing countries. One of the main arguments why private companies such
as supermarkets have so easily established themselves as de facto arbiters of fresh fruit
and vegetable (FFV) quality has been that states in many different countries have been
famously "hands-off' in the regulation of fresh fruits and vegetables (Reardon and Farina
2002 c.f.). Traditionally there has 'trade bias' within states and an emphasis on
government established standards for commodity grains and oilseeds, which have been
the "anchors of 'food security/insecurity' related economic development projects" and
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which "have historically dominated global agricultural trade" (Cacho 2003: 1162).
Research and literature on standards for fresh fruits and vegetables in developing
countries has been similarly focused on trade as opposed to domestic markets (Balsevich
et al. 2003: 1147).
Balsevich et al. argue that this is because "until recently, the great majority of the
domestic food market traditionally took place in the informal sector of small shops and
wetmarkets" (Balsevich et al. 2003: 1148). Reardon echoes this sentiment, saying that
until recently, governments seldom "intervened in the fresh food retail sector that
continued, until the recent rise of supermarkets, to be dominated by mom and pop stores,
street fairs, and central markets" (Reardon et al. 2003: 1140). In other words, parts of the
economy that were considered the "informal sector" were off the radar of government
regulation and oversight, regardless of how economically significant they actually are.
This is something that Carolyn Nordstrom also finds in her work on illegal arms and
pharmaceutical trade in Africa (Nordstrom 2004).
The lack of state effort in establishing and enforcing quality standards for FFV's
in Vietnam is not specific to the country but is a systemic issue worldwide. For example,
even in the industrialized food landscape of the United States, Marion Burrows finds that
according to the F.D.A., 35 percent of the fresh fruits and vegetables sold in the U.S. are
imported and the figure is growing. However, there are no regulations governing the
countries or the plants from which produce is imported. Only 1 percent of the imported
produce is inspected, the agency said, and only a small part of that is actually checked for
bacterial contamination (Burrows 2006). The regulation of domestically grown produce
in the U.S. is similarly absent. The agency has little regulatory authority over the produce
industry and has fewer than 2,000 inspectors for more than 12,000 facilities, 250
inspectors fewer than in 2003. The Agriculture Department has 7,600 inspectors for
6,000 facilities. "F.D.A. inspectors do not inspect farms unless there is a problem"
(Burrows 2006). This is almost identical to the government policy in Vietnam, where
regular produce is not regulated, and the farms where 'safe vegetables' are grown are
only checked if there is a food poisoning incident (Engels 2005).
It will be interesting to see, in light of the recent food safety issues regarding fresh
produce in the U.S., whether some of the attention on industrialized distribution and lack
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of regulation of fresh fruits and vegetables will affect this. The circumstance of private
supermarket standards coming in to fill in the gap left by government avoidance of
dealing with regulation is "the canary signaling that a new model of economic
development is needed, and needed quickly" (Cacho 2003: 1163).
Quality control as competition in the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable sector
"While food retailing in these regions previously operated in the informal
market, with little use of certifications and standards, the emerging trend
indicates a rapid rise in the implementation of private standards in the
supermarket sector ... The rise of private standards for quality and safety
of food products and the increasing importance of the enforcement of
otherwise-virtually-not-enforced public standards, is a crucial aspect of the
imposition of product requirements in the procurement systems"
(Reardon et al. 2003: 1146)
In recent years, supermarkets in developing countries have begun to focus their
efforts on securing the up until recently untapped market of fresh fruit and vegetables.
Cacho argues that the dominant paradigm of food security and the dominant role of
commodities in food security has overshadowed the increasing role of "value-added and
seasonal/hemispheric advantage trade in products such as [fresh fruits and vegetables],
albeit from a very small/negligible base in the mid 1990s" (Cacho 2003: 1162). The
smallness of the relative volume and value of the fresh fruit and vegetable trade and it
limited role in food security and insecurity has meant that there has been little impetus for
governments or economic development agents to invest in establishing grades and/or
standards for fresh fruits and vegetables. As a result, "these trade realities make it logical
for supermarkets that are seeking sources of business return growth, to establish
standards for FFV's" (Cacho 2003: 1162).
Supermarkets in every country are caught between "low cost informal traditional
retailers selling fresh local products on one side" and "efficient global chain competitors
like Wal-Mart on the other side" in a competition to reduce price and increase efficiency
(Reardon et al. 2003: 1144). Balsevich et al. argue that in market chains in the most
demanding markets, product safety is almost tied with quality for second place after cost
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in terms of the things that supermarkets compete with each other and with other markets.
Supermarkets mainly compete with each other on costs, and make sure to stay within 10-
30% of the prices of street fairs and central markets that still dominate informal fresh
fruit and vegetable retail (Balsevich et al. 2003: 1151).
Many supermarkets in developing countries find themselves in a situation where
they cannot beat local markets in terms of price. As a result, they turn to quality standards
as the means by which they can compete with small producers: "quality standards then
become the crucial to differentiate the supermarkets' product from that of the markets
and street fairs" (Balsevich et al. 2003: 1151). Quality and food safety have therefore
been the major focus of supermarkets in terms of attracting new customers in the market
for fresh fruits and vegetables. Supermarkets hope to gain consumers by selling produce
that people perceive as higher quality in order to compensate for the higher prices.
New procurement systems for supermarkets
In order to compete with suppliers in the traditional systems, procurement
officials in supermarkets have begun to construct procurement systems "parallel to and
outside of" the traditional wholesale systems, because they cannot improve on what the
traditionally supplied small retailers are already doing (Reardon et al. 2003: 1144).
Several scholars have highlighted the modus operandi among supermarkets for gaining
controlling of foodstuffs markets by establishing their own systems of control and
compliance within those markets, which they then dictate (Balsevich et al. 2003:1148 and
1156-7). Analysis of supermarket behavior in developing countries in the fresh fruit and
vegetable (FFV) sector, shows how the private quality standards established and imposed
by supermarkets are not created for the benefit of consumers although this is a fortunate
effect. They are established because quality - in terms of appearance and food safety- is
the key mechanism by which supermarkets can compete with the traditional markets
when they enter a particular region.
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Reardon et al. identify several "broad patterns of change" that characterize the
new procurement systems of supermarkets, which other authors also highlight as well
(Reardon et al. 2003: 1144-5):
-The first trend is the "trend towards centralization of procurement." This means
a shift from each store sourcing its own vegetables to a distribution center which procures
for and distributes to several stores in a particular zone, country, or even region
(Balsevich et al. 2003: 1148)
-The second trend is the "trend towards new logistics technologies that facilitate
this consolidation of procurement." These include social technologies, such as "best
practice logistical technolog[ies]" that requires supermarkets to "adopt practices and
make physical investments which allow most frictionless logistical interface with the
chain's warehouses." The example they give is that of Ahold company in Thailand who
instituted a "supply improvement program" for vegetable suppliers that lays out specific
production and post-harvest practices for farmers to assure consistent supply and
efficiency of their operation (Boselie cited in Reardon et al. 2003: 1145). These new
requirements for suppliers are examples of what Boselie et al. describe as the "new
organizational modes to embed new technologies and codes of behavior" and the ways in
which "supermarkets and their suppliers have taken on new roles (for example, providing
extension services to small producers)" (Ibid). This consolidation of procurement trend
has also been the increasing outsourcing in wholesale distribution whereby firms enter in
joint ventures with other firms- often internationally.
- The third trend is the "growing use of specialized wholesalers." Changes in
supplier logistics have moved supermarket chains toward new intermediaries,
sidestepping or transforming the traditional wholesale system (Reardon et al. 2003: 144-
145). This is one of the most important issues in the development of Vietnam's vegetable
supply system, because if supermarkets gain significant foothold in the door and are able
to enforce their demands for special suppliers, then the majority of Vietnam's -
especially poor- farmers will be left out of the system that demands significant financial
input for training, required health and safety facilities in the fields etc. "Supermarkets are
increasingly working with specialized wholesalers, dedicated to and capable of meeting
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their specific needs. These specialized wholesalers cut transaction and search costs, and
enforce private standards and contracts on behalf of the supermarkets."
Specialized wholesalers "often have their own production, and often have semi-
contractual relations with suppliers" (Balsevich et al. 2003: 1148), which leads to the
next trend:
-The appearance of "formalized contracts." Reardon et al. recognize that the rise
of quasi-formal and formal contracts is relatively new in "one of the most personalized,
informal markets in the food sector - the produce sector" (Reardon et al. 2003: 1145).
Contracts often give the supplier incentives to stay with the buyer and over time make
investments in assets (equipment or learning) specific to the buyer's particular
requirements. In Vietnam's fresh fruit and vegetable supply chain, the concept of more
formal "'contracts' or at least a commitment to supply an agreed quantity of product that
meets pre-specified quality requirements is novel" (Boselie et al. 2003: 1157).
While Boselie describe the relationships between supermarkets and their
"adopted" farmers as one of "preferred producers" (Boselie et al. 2003: 1156), Cacho
describes the system as a "cartel-like framework" in which the " 'winning' farmers- at the
national or regional level- who self-select by being able to comply with supermarket
'market' requirements, would be members of the FFV 'cartel'." (Cacho 2003: 1163).
"Quality by association "
One of supermarkets' main strategies in building themselves as market
institutions associated with quality has been to suggest 'quality by association.' By
making the image of the supermarket itself associated with quality and safety, all of the
products in it are viewed as safe. If certification labels are used on some products to
guarantee safety, then products without labels would be considered unsafe. If no labels
are used at all, but the supermarket greatly publicizes its cases of success with certifying
some of its products (which are left unlabeled), these repeated messages of safety begin
to become synonymous with the supermarket.
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This is the same logic, using inverted criteria, by which Hanoi consumers view all
street vegetables as dangerous, "Before rau sach [clean vegetable] stands, I used to doubt
that the vegetables I bought were safe because the safe vegetables and the unsafe
vegetables look the same" (personal interview, Hanoi, 24 February 2005). The negative
image of street sellers makes all vegetables they sell "guilty by association."
Supermarkets are building an image of "safety by association" that provides a loophole in
case there is a problem. If there is a problem, there are no concrete and specific quality
guarantees for which they can be held responsible.
I witnessed a poignant example of a tactic of safety-by-association at Intimex
supermarket in Hanoi. Bottles of "Vegy" vegetable wash (a product specifically designed
and marketed for ridding vegetables of chemical residue) had been lined up on a shelf
above the packaged "Safe Vegetables" and had been incorporated into the display. This
seemed to suggest that buying vegetables here had the same pesticide-reduction
properties as washing them Vegy wash (Personal observation, 13 December 2006). Even
though rationally it does not make sense to put bottles of chemical wash with vegetables
that are supposedly already safe, on a subconscious level, it associates in the mind the
safety of the vegetable wash with the safety of the vegetables. Although consumers do
not realize it, the practice of quality assurances by association without reliable guarantees
behind them leaves them in a similar predicament in case of a problem that they are in if
they buy from street vendors - no one to blame or hold accountable.
The likeness of supermarkets' strategies and practices to those found in informal
markets is not coincidental. Political scientist Neil Fligstein argues that in cases of market
transformation, firms invade a market and "transform the conception of control."
Fligstein argues that "this can look like a social movement in the sense that the invading
firms are trying to establish a new conception of control, and in doing so, they are likely
to ally themselves with some of the challengers or existing incumbents" (Fligstein 1996:
664). Supermarkets appear to be using the strategies that mimic the street market (price
matching and refusing to put specific quality labels on their produce) to establish
dominance over them (Balsevich et al. 2003). The tactics used by supermarkets in Latin
America, for example, include using special weekend promotions that target poorer
consumers. Supermarkets actually price their fresh fruits and vegetables at the same
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prices as street fairs in order to convince weekend shoppers who are mainly buying non-
FFV products to also by their fresh fruits and vegetables purchases in the store (Balsevich
et al. 2003: 1151).
Quality by association in Latin American supermarkets*
"The lead chains do not make specific safety claims per FFV item; for example,
Pao de Acucar or Hortifruti/CSU do not put a "food safe" label on their produce. They
both allow, however, suppliers that do have such labels to use them, although the chains
do not verify the claims of the labels. Examples include the Syngenta joint venture's low-
pesticide label on its tomatoes in Costa-Rica, or the La Carreta label showing
Guatemala's 'PIPAA' certification affixed to its produce sold in Honduras and
Guatemala, or hydroponics and organics labels placed by suppliers on their packages
delivered to Pao de Acucar.
Moreover, both Pao de Acucar and CSU/Hortifruti emphasize the creation of an
image of their entire FFV section as being safe by communication to consumers
periodically that they test water safety and pesticide residuals. However, they do not
directly communicate that at the points of sale or on the produce. For example, Hortifruti-
Costa Rica obtained in 1998 the "sello azul" [blue seal] for low pesticide use (geared to
the U.S. FDA/EPA standard), a certificate given to the company by the government, but
they do not use that to market to local customers, except in a one-time intensive publicity
campaign. Their marketing strategy is to associate the name Hortifruti with quality and
safety in the consumers' mind without the use of product labels. That is both a
competitive edge vis a vis other chains, but also in relation to the street fairs and central
plaza markets."
Figure 21: An example of quality-by-association practices in supermarkets in Latin America.
Excerpt from-Balsevich et al. (2003): 1151.
Order versus disorder and tradition versus modernity in the establishment of
quality control in supermarkets
I want to underscore once again the fact that the success of supermarkets in
gaining depends greatly on their ability to surpass informal markets in the minds of
consumers. Despite the fact that supermarkets are actively engaged in direct competition
with the traditional retail sector, their success depends on the notion that supermarkets are
totally distinct from and superior to informal markets.
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Part of the project of making supermarkets superior to traditional markets has
been to characterize (within both the industry and academics) informal or pre-existing
market forms as archaic, disorganized, unreasonable - in other words, anti-modern. For
example, Javier Gallegos, the head of marketing for Hortifruti, one of Central America's
largest fresh fruit and vegetable procurement companies says this about the traditional
retail sector, which is also described as "the informal market":
"The realities and problems of our growers and market are as follows:
The market is fragmented, unformatted, and un-standardized. The growers
produce low quality products, use bad harvest techniques, there is a lack of
equipment and transportation, there is deficient post-harvest control and
infrastructure, there is no market information. There are high import barriers and
corruption. The informal market does not have: research, statistics, market
information, standardized products, quality control, technical assistance,
infrastructure" (Balsevich et al. 2003: 1149).
Thomas Reardon makes a similar characterization of traditional markets in
developing regions of Africa, Latin America, and Asia, arguing that "compared with the
North American or the European market, produce marketing in the study regions is
characterized by poor institutional and public physical infrastructural support. Private
infrastructure, such as packing houses, cold chains, and shipping equipment among
suppliers and distributors is usually inadequate" (Reardon et al. 2005: 1144). He does not,
however, make explicit the grounds of comparison, which are that cold chains and
institutional support are inadequate for the goal of making certain products travel far and
over long periods of time. There is no mention of the adequacy of the system for local
populations obtaining a constant supply of fresh vegetables, which is the case in Vietnam,
despite the fact that by these standards, its traditional market has been similarly
characterized.
Part of this set of assumptions is the idea that development should (and will)
develop in a linear progression from this kind of "fragmented" organization to one that is
streamlined and centralized. "As developments proceeded in the developing world, and is
proceeding in [developing regions] markets shift from fragmented, local markets (such as
village markets with wholesale and retail functions) to larger centralized wholesale
markets" (Reardon et al. 2003: 1140). One also sees here the embedded notion of a linear
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model of progress that moves from the fragmented form of the local market to the
organized modern form of the wholesale market.
The counterpart to the "rhetoric of lack" here is the alignment of fragmented local
markets with inefficiency and of streamlined with efficient and streamlined, in depictions
such as the following, "In contrast with traditional multilevel and fragmented marketing
systems, supermarket supply chains are shorter and more condensed and involve direct
delivery to centralized distribution centers. This has resulted in a streamlined supply
chain in all 5 five cases where producers now perform more functions as wholesalers
have been eliminated. For example, TOPS Thailand has reduced the number of fresh
produce suppliers from 250 to 60 while eliminating numerous wholesalers that do not
perform value-adding activities. The remaining preferred suppliers deliver directly to a
newly established distribution center in the suburbs of Bangkok" (Boselie et al. 2005:
1156).
Contrary to this notion, scholars have emphasized the directness and flexibility of
traditional vegetable supply chains in Hanoi (Vagneron, Moustier, and Hoang 2003: 88).
What some describe as Vegetable marketing in Hanoi has been described as being not yet
"developed along modern lines" (Gia et al. 2004) also reflects qualities that include
diversity of suppliers and outlets as well as flexibility. The practice of farmers selling
directly to consumers is common. Leafy vegetables are one of the best examples of the
local vegetable supply chain because they are perhaps the most locally grown kind of
vegetable supplied to Hanoi. Most leafy vegetables originate less than 30 km from
Hanoi's city center. On average, 85% of the total volume of water morning glory sold in
urban wholesale markets (where retailers get their supply) is sold by producers
themselves who often act as collectors for other producers. More than 95% of the
producers and buyers travel to and from the wholesale markets on two-wheeled transport
(bicycle or motorbike) (Moustier et al. 2006d: 5).
Describing supermarkets' new innovations as "driven by" weaknesses in the
traditional system obscures the fact that the drive of the supermarket- like any other
industry- is to make profit by competing with and surpass the abilities of the traditional
system. The goal of new supermarket supply chains and quality standards are not because
supermarket officials and investors wanted to help the traditional system or help "fix" the
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food system in those countries, as the literature seems to suggest, "the combination of
technical assistance to growers, application of standards and assistance to growers,
application of standards and controls ... and reliance on preferred suppliers is driven by
the deficiencies in the traditional FFV productions in the countries that face the
supermarkets [Ital. mine]" (Balsevich et al. 2003: 1149).
Symbolic technologies of modernity and quality
Supermarkets and other "modern" retail outlets have also begun to answer Hanoi
consumers' "growing concern for quality, and especially the safety, of food products" in
specific ways that draw upon the aesthetics of modernity discussed earlier in this chapter.
Supermarkets and other similar outlets rely upon the aesthetic practices of ordering
shelves, emphasizing packaging, using air-conditioning and bright lights not only as a
novelty or as an icon of modernity for its own sake, but as a primary tool in conveying
their image of superior quality to consumers.
Moustier et al. state that Hanoi consumers' concern for quality has "favored the
development of the sale of food products by supermarkets, and also new retailing
enterprises ... for whom efforts on visual quality (attractive presentation; packaging)
and communication on product safety are major promotion tools." New retailing firms
are making increasing investments in "shelf presentation (packaging, storage),
advertisement, selection of suppliers according to criteria of quality and regularity."
(Moustier et al. 2005: 6).
By pairing visual quality with communication about product safety, supermarkets
are encouraging the association of product safety with visual quality. If this is done
successfully, even in the absence of actual product safety, outlets that maintain the
trappings of modern-styled visual quality, consumers will still view the outlet as having
safe products. Cooling technologies in particular such as refrigeration, freezers, and air-
conditioning (all of which are especially seductive in a tropical country like Vietnam)
have become the iconic indicators of not only the modern supermarket but also of quality
(Paule Moustier, personal communication, December 2006).
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Air conditioning especially figures in most news stories about the arrival of
supermarkets in Vietnam. For example, one Vietnamese newspaper article from
September 2004, features the story of Nguyen Ngoc Hoi, the owner of a small shop in Ho
Chi Minh City, whose business began to decline as a result of the increase in
supermarkets:
"Nguyen Ngoc Hoi, 46, was a busy man until five years ago. Then,
he used to get up at 4 am every day, ride his ageing Honda [motorbike] to
Ben Thanh market and purchase foodstuffs for his small shop in Tan Binh
district in Ho Chi Minh City. His five-square-metre shop in a corner of
Tan Phuoc market did a roaring trade. Customers were so used to
shopping with their friendly neighborhood grocer and butcher- people like
Hoi. And then the "pesky" supermarkets came. In the beginning, people
were wary of these impersonal giants. That only the rich could go to these
"air-conditioned" places was the accepted wisdom. But gradually, Hoi's
customers began drifting away to the supermarkets that were popping up
all over the city. After all, they did offer a clean, cool shopping experience
Yet Mr. Hoi himself is not blind to the charms of the supermarket. He admits,
"'Five years ago, air-conditioned supermarkets were considered places for people with
high incomes. But things have changed dramatically. Even my wife now prefers going to
supermarkets,'" (Ngoc 2004: 12).
In another news article, Ut, a Hanoi office worker is convinced by the presence of
a freezer that the meat is safer at the Fivimart than at the traditional market, "The meat
and fish are always kept in a freezer so they are really fresh," she says (Stocking 2005).
This image of solid frozen "freshness" is contrasted with the outdoor market where she
used to shop "where the meat sat in ice-free baskets on the sidewalk, a haven for bugs
and germs."
We see through these articles how food safety and the construction of risk is
enmeshed in the symbolic politics of modernity that emerges as a major theme in this
text. In addition. these articles also reveal an emerging distinction between different
consumer groups and their preferences for market outlets. In the next chapter, I show how
these differences in consumer preferences correspond both to lifestyle and to increasing
and multiple forms of class differentiation in Hanoi society.
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Chapter Five
Hybrid Market Worlds and the Creation of New Forms of Cultural
Capital
In this book so far, I have discussed the worlds of the traditional markets with
their emphasis on personal relationships and the expertise of the knowledgeable
individual. I have also suggested that there are emerging class tensions visible in these
market worlds, at the same time that the rules by which they operate are a joint
collaborative effort by all classes in the citizenry. Next, I discussed how supermarkets
have appeared in Hanoi as a new kind of market world with their own types of social
structures and quality assurances.
In this final chapter, I weave these elements together in order to discuss two
related phenomena: first, consumers in Hanoi are creating hybrid market worlds for
themselves that incorporate strands of the changing traditional markets as well as the new
supermarkets in order meet their growing and expanding desires and needs of their own
lives. Second, however, I also discuss how despite the hybridity of each particular market
form and of each individual's market practices. new kinds of classes or consumer groups
have risen up around particular market forms. Social groups, like goods and services
themselves, in the new economy are simultaneously proliferating and differentiating into
increasing subdivisions.
Social stratification in Vietnam
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One of the trademark results of neo-liberalization has been the stratification of
socio-economic classes in many different countries and contexts (Harvey 2005, Graber
2006, Saad-Filho and Johnston 2005). Studies of neo-liberalization in developing
countries, such as Vietnam, have tended to focus on social stratification in rural areas
(Oya 2005). In Vietnam, rural social differentiation is the result of doi mei policies
instituted in the late 1980s that shifted production and land tenure from its collectivized
form to household or privatized form (Hy and Unger 1998). During this doi m6i period,
collective lands were auctioned off to individual households. The premise of the land
auctioning was that the best land would go to the most productive farmers. However, the
actual result was that all over Vietnam, land often went to the highest bidders (Hy and
Unger 1998, Hue 2002).
The process of social stratification in Vietnam is not limited to agrarian regions.
In both rural and urban areas, the gap between the rich and the poor is increasing. In the
post-war period (1976-1980), the income difference between rich and poor was that
incomes of the rich were between 3 to 4 times that of the poor. It has increased slowly
and continuously since then, but after d6i mei, it has spiked so dramatically that the
rich/poor income differential ranges between 40 to 100 times in some urban areas (Do
1995). Survey data published by the Ministry of Labor, War Invalids, and Social Affairs
showed that although the number of acutely poor households was reduced by just under
5% between 1990 and 1992/3 (due to a rise in overall standard of living), the percentage
of relatively poor households in both rural and urban areas rose by between 5 and 10
percent depending on the region (Do 1995).
Hy and Unger find that a 1994 increase in the salaries of military personnel and
civil servants to between 2 and 18 million dong per year shifted more than 2 million
people and their dependents into the urban "middle class," which in turn corresponds to
"wealthy" in the countryside. Furthermore, according to government statistics from 1993-
1994, the number of (primarily urban) "truly wealthy" grew by 240 percent between the
introduction of d6i mei in 1989 and the year 1993. In northern Vietnam, this included a
widening gap between the GDPs for people in urban areas and those for people in rural
areas. In 1990, the rural GDP per capita was 20 percent of the urban GDP. Five years
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later, gap between the two had widened so that the rural GDP was only 14 percent of the
urban GDP (Hy and Unger 1998: 92).
Vietnamese youth have been large benefactors of the post- d6i m6i market
opening. This is in part because the Vietnamese population itself is very young - one
third of the population is under the age of 14, and over half of the population was born
after the end of the American War. A consumer survey found that consumers who spend
500,000 VND per month or more (US $31) are between the ages of 22 and 55 years of
age (Asia Times 2005). This shows that the young generation is actively involved in the
increased spending that has characterized the post- d6i m6i period and are a large part of
what has made Vietnam such an attractive market to foreign investors in recent years.
Sixty-five percent of Vietnam's labor force is composed of Vietnamese youth from 16 to
30 years old. Young people today have higher educational qualifications and levels of
professional skill than their parents' generation. This in part reflects their families'
commitment to their ability to seize the new opportunities offered by the market
economy. For example, a 1992 survey in Hanoi found that over 57% of families intended
that their children would enter universities (Do 1995).
The strong role that Vietnamese youth play in the socio-economic differentiation
of the country is significant to this chapter, since I am focused here in the ways that social
differentiation is manifested in Hanoi's markets and in consumers' market behavior. The
process of "class production' in Vietnam (Leshkowich 2006: 306), has had a profound
effect on markets of all types in terms of their clientele, the relations between buyers and
sellers, and the physical structures of markets themselves. I will first highlight the
evidence of class differentiation as it appears local Hanoi markets. I alluded to this briefly
in chapter two, where I argued that local Hanoi markets are best understood as hybrid
entities rather than as traditional relics of an earlier market system. Here, I show how
these markets are one strand in Hanoi consumers' hybrid market practices that reflect
lives in market transition. Finally, I argue that the consumer population in Hanoi is
undergoing class differentiation according to both socio-economic lines, but also in terms
of knowledge and values, or "cultural capital" (Bourdieu 1983). The population,
represented here through their consumption practices, is fragmenting among different
kinds institutions not only according to age or income, but also according to newly
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diverging attitudes about quality, convenience, risk, and justice. Also, in the case of
consumers who most strongly desire new market institutions and principles, the desire for
a break from what they perceive to be the disorder and animosity of life in the socialist
regime.
Social differentiation in market places
The process of social differentiation is represented within different market outlets
in Hanoi. This exemplifies what sociologist Ronan Levelly refers to as the
"embeddedness" of marketplaces, which are themselves a series of "encounters, issues of
interpretation, legitimacy, justice, or trust" (LeVelly 2002: 39). The market transaction
itself requires people to behave according to individuals' interpretation of the situation. In
other words, "market transactions are social activities" (Ibid.). There are variations
among individual market places that depend on location, clientele, the type of commodity
being bought and sold etc. Alexander and Alexander support this observation in their
study of Javanese markets, where economic transactions take place in several distinct
places such as roads, shops and stalls, and specialized marketplaces. They find that each
of the four locations is characterized by "specific types of traders, specific clienteles, and,
to some extent, specific norms of economic behavior" (Alexander and Alexander 1987:
43). First, I wish to describe to establish how different social groups appear to be
gravitating towards certain kinds of outlets and are excluded from others. In outlets that
cater to a wide range of socio-economic classes, like some of the state-run neighborhood
wet markets, new class tensions are occurring within particular marketplaces.
Supermarkets are not for everybody. As described in the previous chapter, many
poor consumers are excluded from them because of their high prices. As a result,
wealthier Hanoi consumers make up the main clientele of supermarkets. These
consumers go there both to shop and to enhance social status simply through their
demonstrated ability to shop there. As managing director of Hanoi's Big C supermarket
says, "The Vietnamese consumer is very aware of prices, but also of the fact that the
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stores he goes to enhance his social standing. Consumers like finding their dream
products" ("Vietnamese love of supermarkets" 2006).
Shopping in supermarkets is not simply a matter of status, however. As I
elaborate later in this chapter, many young consumers with enough income are drawn to
supermarkets because they like the mode of self-service and what they believe to be good
quality and fair prices. My observations of a supermarket near my house show that the
buyers in supermarkets are predominantly young women and single men. Like the larger
Citimart supermarket down the street, a small supermarket in central Hanoi's well-to-do
Hai Ba Trung district offers attractive looking packages of uncooked pre-prepared
Vietnamese dishes, including everything from chopped vegetables and meat for stir-fry to
ground pork stuffed in green ldt leaves for the popular dish, "chda 1d 1t." These raw, pre-
assembled "cook-your-own" dishes are a recent feature of supermarkets, since patrons of
street and wet markets primarily seek raw whole foods to prepare and cook themselves.
On one particular visit to the market, at least two of the few customers who
entered the market seemed to come particularly in order to buy bunches of leafy greens in
plastic bags that read "Rau sach" [literally: clean vegetables, referring to the certified
"Safe Vegetables"]. The first of these customers was a younger woman in her early
thirties, and the next was an older man. Both were shopping alone (personal observation,
Hanoi, 18 December 2004). Other visits to this and other supermarkets confirmed that
most shoppers in the checkout lines were often young women in their 20s and 30s, many
of whom were dressed in business attire as opposed to the flowered pajama suits
commonly worn by housewives in traditional markets (personal observation, Hanoi 2004-
2006). A seller in one of Hanoi's wet markets comments on the visible distinction
between the general clienteles of supermarkets versus other markets, saying, "the
supermarkets have their customers, and I have mine" (Stocking 2005).
Hao, a 23-year-old English teacher tells me her reason for preferring to shop in
supermarkets, which is that she feels that sellers discriminate against her well-dressed
appearance when she shops in unfamiliar street or indoor markets. "Do you know what
Meg?" HAo tells me one day, "You know that market near your house where they sell
some fruit?" she pointed in the air towards the general direction. The "market" she was
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referring to is actually a small street where an informal market gathered in some early
mornings, but a few fruit vendors sold fruit out of their doorways all day.
"I went there to buy some qfta du dit [papaya] and I went to one man and he told
me a high price - 10,000 dong for a kilo! I said '5,000', and he said '6,000.' I said, 'No,
5,000' and went to my motorbike and started it. He called after me, agreeing to 5,000. I
was angry and I said, 'Never call me back when I have already started my motorbike!'"'
"So I went to a woman nearby and the woman also told me a high price. I said to
that woman, 'Do you want the same as that guy over there?' [Chi mudn nhtr anh dy
kia ?]," suggesting that she would leave the sale immediately if the woman did not give
her a fair price. Hao continued, "and the woman said, "Ok [dirac rbi]," agreeing to the
price. "Chi bdn cho em 5, 000 mot cdn [I'll sell to you for 5,000 a kg]."
Hao then explained what she thought was the reason she had such a hard time
getting the right price. "They saw that I had money. I came in nice clothes because I had
been teaching. I was driving a motorbike. And then I got a telephone call so they saw that
I had a mobile phone. I didn't look poor so they asked a high price." Hao also warned me
away from buying fruit from sellers who owned small shops. She said they were very
expensive and always told her high prices (personal interview, Hanoi, 18 December
2004). This conversation with Hao revealed the fact that while the poor are being
excluded from new market forms, there is some feeling among wealthier consumers that
they are being judged and taken advantage of by sellers in traditional markets. This
feeling encourages shoppers like Hao to seek out markets outside of the traditional
system where they feel "fairly" treated.
We see from these small episodes that not everyone fares well according to the
social hierarchy of the traditional system. Nguyen Dirc Hoan observes buyer-seller
interactions at a poultry stall in Hom market, which is also located in the wealthier part of
central Hanoi's Hai Ba Trnmg district. He finds that sellers' behavior towards customers
changes dramatically when they are not buying large amounts. At this particular stall
there are many customers who come to the stand in a continuous stream. According to
Nguyen, they are "mainly rich people." Some buyers come to make large wholesale
purchases or for wedding banquets and funerals. Nguyen notes how buyers' behavior also
reflects the size of their purchase. Buyers of small quality come and buy chicken's wings
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or feet, "they come quietly, don't say much with the seller apart from the common
questions like 'How much is this?' 'How much is 1 kilo?' or 'How's the price today?"'
Nguyen notes that the seller's attitude is "normally cheerful, but not all the time." He
observes that sometimes "they talk with curt or simple answers," especially with buyers
of small amounts. His observations of these interactions lead him to believe that "there is
the discrimination in the ways the seller treat different customers" (Nguyen DUrc Homn,
personal observation, H8m market, April 2005).
Sellers in this market are also known to blatantly ignore buyers who they don't
perceive as "serious" shoppers. For example, at one stand selling relatively expensive
vegetables, a young girl (about 15 years of age) approaches the stand. This is the first and
only time during the observation period that such a young person came to buy from this
stand and the first and only time that we observed the seller completely ignoring a
customer.
Case 8: female, 15 years old, wearing a skirt, a white blouse. She stands looking
at the stand for a while.
Buyer: "How much are the potatoes?"
Seller is looking across at the neighboring stand and talking, paying no attention
to the girl.
Buyer continues: "How much are the potatoes?"
Seller still doesn't say anything.
Buyer leaves and goes to another stand.
(Nguy"n Dirc Chi'n, H6m market, 30 May 2005).
Based on shopping and observing in these markets, it seems highly unlikely that
the seller did not notice this customer.
In Mo market, which lies about a mile away from Hom market in a lower-income
part of the same district, one vegetable seller is very vocal about the tension she feels
between herself and the customers she perceives to be nouveau riche. In an interview
with Van, the seller, she describes her clientele as mainly female, generally between the
ages of 40 and 50, live within a mile of the market, and are of "all classes" (Nguyen Dirc
Chien, Mo market, 13 March 2005). There are "doctors, teachers, workers from the Hai
Ha candy factory, and from the 8-3 Textile and Garment factory." When asked to
characterize this diverse clientele, she answers, "It depends, the richer the meaner,
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sometimes they steal." I observed similarly many more young people, very old people,
and men shopping at this market than in H6m market. One sees the buyers dressed in
factory workers' uniforms, school uniforms, the flowered pajamas of housewives, old
women chewing betel nuts, well-dressed women on motorbikes with dyed hair, and men,
both young and old. In Mo market, it is not uncommon for a woman wearing fashionable
clothes, high heels, and make up come to the stand immediately in front of a woman
wearing a soiled laborer's uniform and a scarf on her head who has come to buy
ingredients for the day's lunch (Nguyen Dirc Chien, Mo market, 25 April 2005).58 In
Hom market, while poorer people do enter the market as errand doers, workers, cooks
etc., most of the housewives appear to be middle-class or wealthy.
Reflecting the wider variety of social groups at Van's stand in Mo market, one
also hears people using a wider range of forms of address than are heard in H6m market
(including in one case when a female laborer refers to the seller as "comrade"). In
Vietnamese, the terms of address that people use are relational and depend on age,
gender, and social status. Each person uses a different pair of terms for "you" and "I"
depending on the perceived relationship between the two. These terms are often
age/kinship based, but there is a wide variety of other terms as well for other nuances in
the social relationship. For example, people may use the formal impersonal terms like
"tbi" or "ban" for age-mates who do not know each other well. Or, in cases where people
don't know each other, such as when one is talking to a store clerk or asking for
directions, one may use the kinship-based terms in a slightly skewed way to incur
politeness.
The simple word a person uses to address another person can reveal a lot of
information. For example, the terms "tao" and "may" are heard often in Mo market but
almost never in Hom market. Tao and mayv are used between people of the same age. "It
is a very casual expression," says my language teacher. According to her, tao and macy
58 Nguyvn Dirc Chien does notice two distinct age groups among consumers at this stand, "there
are 2 [main] groups of customers: one aged from 40 to 50 years old, wearing flower-patterned
clothes or shorts and short sleeved shirt. They choose the vegetables by themselves. Another
group is aged from 15 to 30, including students" (Nguyen Du'c Chiin, Mo market, 4 June 2005).
In Nguyen's description, there is evidence also for my claims that there is a generational divide in
shoppers and also a behavioral difference in how they shop in the market (i.e. the 40-50 year-old
group chooses things "by themselves").
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can be used between very close friends, as I heard in the case of one pair of my educated
city-dwelling co-workers. It is also used by the "uneducated class," she tells me. She
informs me that "in well-educated families," parents do not want to hear their children
and their closest friends using the terms tao and miy to refer to each other because of its
association with the lower classes (Nguyen Kim Thanh, personal communication, 2005).
Perhaps also related to the wider mix of people in Mo market, tensions between
classes are more visible at Van's stand than in Hom market; although every stand reveals
sellers making judgments about their customers based on their age, sex, and appearance.
Van often seems visibly angered by her richer clients:
Case 34: Female, 45 years olds, in fashionable clothes and nice make-up, comes
and selects 2 carrots
B: "How do you [maiy] sell carrots?"
S: "Two ... that makes 1000 Dong."
B: "I [tao] take these two." Throws money to the seller and walks away.
S: Takes money and puts it aside with unhappy attitude.
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 25 April 2005)
Case 15. female, > 30, wearing very nice clothes
B: "give me 0.3 kg of baby corn, uncover for me by the way."
S: "I'm very busy, I cannot do it for you."
B: "if you don't uncover skin, I don't buy it."
S: quiet and continues her work
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 10 March 2005).
Case 11. female, over 50, very fat, wearing "luxury" clothes, comes closer and
says:
B: "give me 3000 of bean sprout and 5,000 d of garlic."
S: puts bean sprout and garlic into bags, puts them on the scale, and gives them to
the buyer.
B: holds out money and says, "Here's your money."
S: receives money, scowls and says nothing more.
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 13 March 2005)
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Finally, Van admits to some animosity between herself and some of her clients at
one point. After the last interaction, observer Nguyen Duc Chien asks Van about her
annoyance, "Why are you not happy when that woman bought from you?" he asks. Van
answers, "they pretend like they're people who have money. Only 'this here' and 'that
there' ... look at us like nothing" (Nguyen Duc Chien, mo market, 13 March 2005). One
sees how these customers are all wearing make up, fancy clothes, and (rather curiously)
are fat. This combination of features that signals for Van these women are either rich or
are "pretending to be rich." They anger Van because she perceives them to treat her as
lower than she is, which, she suggests, they are not. These customers' use of the tao-maiy
address form, which is only used between "those of comparable age and background,"' 9
supports her assertion that, some of these women may be of similar background to her
despite the fact that they now have money. This points towards the larger issue of how
the fast-paced differentiation of social classes is causing increasing class subdivisions
among people who were until recently thought of as being in the same class.
Despite the conflict between rich and poor in Hanoi's markets, the really poor in
Hanoi are excluded from Hanoi's market system almost entirely. Ironically, many of
these very poor people often work as the fruit and vegetable street sellers that comprise
the backbone of Hanoi's market system. They are deeply a part of the system as workers
but are excluded from it as consumers.
When I go to interview to the street sellers who live in boats at the banks of the
Red River, just below Long Bien wholesale market. I find that they can not afford to eat
their wares - or to buy much in any kind of market. As a result, these sellers have begun
to grow their own vegetables on the banks of the river. The contrast between the world of
theseboat people and the relatively wealthier people who live on the land is visible when
I ask one of these sellers if the people who live on the banks also eat the vegetables that
these boat people grow on the banks. "No, she replies, "the people who live in houses go
to the market. Ho khang biet 6n. [They don't know how to eat it]." This expression is
5 http://www.geocities.com/CollegePark/Campus/6336/personal pronouns.html (Accessed 16
April 2007).
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usually said to imply that someone is unfamiliar with or not used to eating something
(personal interview, Hanoi, 23 April 2005). She tells me that sometimes when a seller at
the market has vegetables left over that are un-sellable, she can buy them very cheap, for
500 or 200 VND. But, she tells me, "They don't taste good. So I come back [home and]
plant/grow them [Thinh thoing khi bi e mua dirorc rau re khodng 500 hoac 200 nhung
khong ngon. Ve trong]."
She tells me that she first began to sell vegetables two years before this, around
the same time she was forced by increasing police crackdowns to quit working as an
ambulatory vendor. "Before that," she tells me, "no other boat people grew vegetables
there. But after I started, now every boat grows vegetables. I grow vegetables and a lot of
boats come and ask me for some of my vegetables." "To sell or give?" I ask, wondering
if she has made this into another business. "No, I don't sell," she says, "just to give."
When I ask her how she got the idea for this, she told me it had not occurred to her before
[khong nght ra], but "two years ago, times were hard. I don't know where I got the idea
but things were hard and the idea just one day occurred to me," she says. Now, according
to her, many boat families grow many different kinds of vegetables and exchange them
with each other. Once again, to the outside observer, the sight of rural women growing
vegetables on the banks of the river might seem a vision or relic out of Vietnam's rural
past. However, we come to learn that growing their own vegetables is only something
this community has begun to do in the recent few years as a result of the increasing
difficulty of working under post-d6 m6i police crackdowns.
As I am leaving the homes of these street seller boat dwellers, I have a chance to
witness the extra-market exchange of foodstuffs among these sellers. It is nearing
dinnertime and as Co Thanh pulls us to shore in her homemade raft, I see her neighbor
Co Luong, whom I talked to earlier, walking towards us. Luong calls to Thanh and
motions to the green bank under the bridge, "Thanh, are you going to eat rau mu6ng
today?" Co Thanh answers, "Chdin lam r6i! [I'm really tired of it]" This kind of
questioning around cooking time, especially in the countryside, is common. People often
ask each other what they are eating. At the same moment, an older woman wearing the
n6n conical hat of the countryside is descending from the green slope from the same area
near the bridge. She has a large bunch of fresh-picked greens in her hand. Luong looks up
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and calls to her, "Did you pick rau muong from my field? I just put manure there!" The
woman coming down the slope answers, "No, I picked rau den [amaranth] in my field."
Then she comes down, and talks with Luong for a moment. A fourth woman comes out
from one of the boat homes nearer to shore and approaches the woman in the hat who is
holding the greens. I stand watching as the three women stand talking in the twilight by
the river. They chat and looking down at the greens before they disperse again to their
respective homes for dinner.
Watching these women in the midst of their evening ritual of collecting greens
from their respective fields strikes me as being another world than that of the women in
the marketplaces and homes only one or two miles away in central Hanoi, but I know
how deeply they are connected to each other in other ways. Because of their socio-
economic status, these boat women had been forced to make their own more viable
alternative to the market places they could not afford to patronize, based on growing for
themselves and exchanging their crops with each other. This scene emphasized the extent
to which different groups in Hanoi, so physically close to each other, are increasingly
occupying drastically different worlds as reflected in their markets.
Hybrid Market Worlds
What I hope to convey in the above examples is the fact that far from being a
simple evolutionary lineage from traditional to modern, the diverse forms of markets in
Hanoi are themselves hybrid entities, and they exist alongside each other in serving the
diverse needs of a population in the contemporary social milieu. Fernand Braudel points
out that there is no simple linear history of markets, anywhere. Instead, "the traditional,
the archaic, and the modern or ultra-modern exist side by side, even today" (Braudel
1982: 26). All of these various market forms - the bazaar, the department store, and the
street hawkers all change and evolve in parallel. A number of ethnographies focused on
markets and shopping also show that the experience of shopping can be very different in
different social contexts (Carrier 1994; Chua 1992; Creighton 1992, 1994; Humphrey
1995 in Miller). Even one individual may find that different ways of shopping or
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different types of markets suit them at particular times in their lives. For example, in the
following excerpt of an interview with C6 Y^n - who as a 53-year-old grandmother, has
now primarily only shops in Hom market. Here, she describes her reliance on mobile
street vendors when she was a young mother who could not leave the house easily:
CY: In recent years, I began to buy safe vegetables when the safe vegetable stands
developed.
MH: Did you worry about safe vegetables before the stands?
CY: Yes. Before I could buy rau sach [(certified) clean vegetables], I used to
doubt that the vegetables I bought were safe because the safe vegetables and the
unsafe vegetables look the same.
MH: If they looked the same, what did you do to ensure their safety?
CY: Back then, I was in the house. I was busy. I would buy from ambulatory
vendors. Normally, I didn't shop in Hom market because I didn't have time.60 I
stayed in my storefront and would wave to the ambulatory vendors and buy from
them.
(Personal interview, Hanoi, 24 February 2005)
Here, we see first that as new kinds of products and new kinds of market outlets
such as "Safe Vegetable" stands became available, C6 Yen changed her shopping
behavior to include them. Second, we also see how her duties in life as a young mother
kept her in the house and therefore shaped the kind of market life she had- in this case she
had to rely upon street vendors who brought the market to her.
Shopping from many outlets in combination
Other conversations with this same shopper reveal the fact that today many
shoppers patronize a variety of different kinds of market outlets to fill their needs. They
are practicing what Keith Hart describes as putting together "flexible combinations of
opposed strategies in order to cope with the fluctuations of their lives" (Hart 2001: 103).
For example, about a month before this particular interview, when I met her in Hom
market, Co Yen told me that she buys from street vendors as well as here in the market,
but buys "only vegetables" from street vendors. She tells me that she buys from street
60 I realize later that she must have been a young mother and/or new wife at this time. Nowadays
she shops at Hom every day.
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vendors only when "I lack something at home [khi nha thidu cdi gi thi mua cdi day]. For
example, if I already have a lot of vegetables in my house but I just need one or two
things, then I buy from the [mobile] street vendor." In other words, she uses street
vendors to supplement her main grocery at the large market. She explains, "I only buy
from the street vendors if I don't have time." She adds, "If I buy from the street vendors,
then I have to deal with them [the vegetables] very carefully." Plus, "street vendors don't
have a lot of kinds of things, only some. Hom market has many kinds of things." I ask her
if she goes the supermarket. She says, "No I don't live near the supermarket, and it is
more expensive ... and I don't have time to go to the supermarket" (personal interview,
Hom market, 31 January 2005). For C6 Yen, and we will see later, other older women,
the supermarket is considered a place for leisure time not for convenient shopping.
One man of about 30 whom I meet in Hom market tells me that he owns a big
restaurant. He shops here every day, sometimes two times a day. He also shops at nearby
Nguyen C6ng Trni market, which is an informal farmers' market. He tells me that Nguyen
C6ng Trnr is his main market, but if he lacks something then he comes to.Hom market to
buy it (personal interview, Hom market, 22 February 2005). Another shopper on this day,
a 71-year-old woman, describes how she buys from different types of markets almost by
the product. She comes to Hom market every day because it is 50 meters away from her
house, but she also buys from the ambulatory vendors if she "needs to buy something
cheap" or "if it looks fresh and clean." She says the only things she buys from those street
vendors "are like herbs or vegetables or water spinach," pointing again into her bag. (On
this particular day, she has bought water spinach at Cho Hom). But "like fish" she tells
me, "must be here [at Hom market]" And com rw•u [fermented sticky rice] she also
always buys here because "they don't have it in the street for sale" (personal interview,
22 February, 2005).
People sometimes have other reasons for coming to the market besides what is
strictly cheaper or more convenient. For women who work in the home, such as young
mothers and the young women who work as house helpers in wealthier families, going to
the market is a social occasion. In an article run in the Vietnam Investment Review
around the same time, Nguyen Thi Hoai Thu, a Vietnamese working for an American
NGO in Hanoi says that although "she prefers shopping at large supermarkets where she
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could buy many items in one place, it was not always a first choice. 'Sometimes, going to
markets is not only for shopping, it is also for taking time out, catching up and chatting
with people I know at the market,' Thu said" (Ngoc 2004: 12).
In Hom market, I meet a young girl, who appears to be between the ages of 17
and 19. She tells me, "I woke up this morning and came to the market for food for the
family I live with and to meet everybody." She works as a helper for a family and has a
second job in addition to that. She comes to shop here at Hom market 4 or 5 times a
week, which she describes as "rarely," explaining that she usually shops close to her
house there are retail markets so she buys a lot of stuff from there. But, she says, "I walk
here, it is comfortable." She seemed to like to come to Hom market as more of a social
occasion since it is bigger and more bustling than the smaller neighborhood markets
(personal interview, Hom market, 1 March 2005).
Anthropologist Alfred Gell finds the same function of a rural market in India as a
social center for villagers. He also notes that among the tribal women whose strong work
ethic prevents them from attending markets for sheer enjoyment, they practice "pseudo-
marketing," whereby will bring some small thing to "sell" for the morning. For example,
she may bring "say, a handful of microscopic and mostly rotten tomatoes, and will
proceed to 'sell' this unsaleable item for the entire morning. In this way she manages to
see her neighbors, friends and relatives" (Gell 1982: 487).
This practice relates to some buyers at H6m market who appear to be practicing
"pseudo-buying" by coming to the market twice a day even though the produce does not
change from the morning delivery. I ask one elderly shopper why she comes twice a day
even if the produce probably doesn't change between the first and the second times. She
sometimes forgets things, she tells me. Also, "sometimes I want to get exercise.
Sometimes I don't really need anything but I want to go somewhere to get some
exercise," tapping her knees (personal interview, Hom market, Hanoi, 27 January 2005).
How mundane and transparent and constantly moving are the reasons why people choose
to buy particular things at particular places. The multiple tiny threads that weave these
people in and out of various markets at different times are the reasons why it is necessary
to look so carefully at the details of people's ordinary lives in order to answer broader
questions of how certain markets come to embody certain life worlds among customers.
244
Markets as life worlds
Although we have seen above how these life worlds are combined of many
different kinds of needs that bring individual buyers in and out of several different market
types, there are also more general patterns among groups of consumers who to favor one
market type over the other. Conversations with Vietnamese women of different ages and
professions show how the patronage of different kinds of markets is tied into the different
life worlds they inhabit. Young office workers and other professionals prefer
supermarkets for their occasional needs. By the same token, many older housewives
prefer visiting their familiar vendors in street and indoor wet markets for their twice-daily
shopping ritual that is tied to their role as the shopper and cook for the family.
News articles portray these "traditional" markets as "noisy pungent bazaars where
customers haggle over everything and hope they don't get knocked over by the
motorbikes that cruise the narrow aisles" (Stocking 2005). In one article, a shopper
named Nhung is describes as being used to shopping in "Vietnam's traditional outdoor
markets," where vendors kill "clucking chickens" and pluck them on the spot. These
markets are almost invariably portrayed as being livelier and filled with life of all forms,
from fish swimming in buckets to birds in cages. They are filled with various scents and
aromas "wafting from discarded chicken parts, dried shrimp, freshly chopped fish heads,
and motorbike tailpipes, among many other things" (Stocking 2005). The produce in
these markets is described as being brightly colored, fresh, plentiful, and inexpensive.
Underlying these portrayals of the traditional market world is the understanding
that shopping there is good for those who know how to navigate their way through them.
One of the features of the bazaar economy that these traditional markets embody is the
constant fluctuation and change in information (Alexander and Alexander 1991). Part of
succeeding in this kind of market involves active participation on a fairly constant basis.
For women like many of the daytime shoppers I interviewed in Hom market, who go to
the market at least once or twice a day, maintaining this knowledge is relatively
effortless. It is built into their daily routines. Buying food from street markets early in the
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morning is still primarily done by women of middle age and older. Many younger women
I know do not wake up at dawn like their mothers or grandmothers who work in the
home, but at six or seven a.m. in order to then prepare for their commute to their
workplaces. They often complain of the lack of time and energy to go shopping or
exercise early in the morning.
Journalist Ngoc Mai describes this inter-connection between the fabric of older
housewives lives and their opinion that street markets are more convenient. Nong Thi
Thom, a 58-year-old housewife in Hanoi's Ba District said she that only went to the
supermarket with her daughter when she had free time. "Normally, I go shopping at a
market near my house. It does not take up much time as I can find everything I need for a
meal there and I think it is cheaper" (Ngoc 2004: 12). In addition to costing less, the
culture of shopping at outdoor markets is part of the larger rhythm of Vietnamese
women's daily lives. For example, "it is quite common for housewives to spend early
mornings exercising before shopping at a nearby market where all the food is fresh, tasty,
and cheap" (Ngoc 2004: 12).
The life world of these women also involves being in and around the home for
much of the day, interacting with food and with each other through preparation, cooking,
etc. In the home, the different women in the household share with each other information
about cost and quality. This allows them to remain active participants in the market world
even when they are not physically in the market. For example, throughout different points
in the day, when not at the market or on other errands outside of the house, my sixty-
year-old landlord, CO Xuyen, and her housekeeper, and CO Mai. could be found sitting at
the large table in the entry room of the building, resting and talking. They were always
interested when I came home holding plastic bags from the market. "You're coming
home from the market, ah?" They would say. "What did you buy?" one of them would
inevitably ask, casting sharp glances at my see-through plastic bags. As they looked at
my purchases, one of the first questions they always asked me was, "How much did you
pay?" I would tell them and they would either nod in agreement, or tell me that I should
pay "8.000 per kilo only!" I came to depend on these women as my sources of knowledge
for all things I bought in the market, and as a result, was able to buy most of my food in
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street markets for "Vietnamese prices". They, by the same token, were also gathering
information about prices from me.
Young Hanoi consumers, both men and women, spend increasing amounts of
time outside of the home. They are attending school, working in offices or factories, and
increasingly common- moving to other parts of Vietnam to take advantage of the
opportunities presented by the free market economy (Marr and Rosen 1998: 163). This
means that young people in urban areas are often not at home during much of the day
when their mothers and grandmothers are doing the shopping and cooking. Many of my
friends and colleagues routinely worked at their jobs from 7 or 8 in the morning until 6 or
7 at night, six days a week. Nhung, 23, for example, shares a motorbike with her mother-
in-law. In the morning, they ride together to Nhung's office at a foreign institute and then
her mother-in-law takes the bike to go to the market alone. One time, when I ask one man
in his late 20s how life has changed in the past ten years, he frames his answer in terms of
his family relations and meal patterns. He tells me, "Now my family does not eat lunch
together anymore. In the past we came home for lunch everyday. Now, my brothers live
in other cities to get a better education and everyone is busy. We do not eat together the
way we used to" (personal communication, Hanoi, spring 2005).
The result of many young Hanoians being outside of the home so much of the
time is that they can not remain active participants in the traditional market world in the
same way as older women do. Therefore, they often "do not know what things should
cost." Although I had gotten fairly proficient at buying in street markets during my year
in Hanoi, when I returned a year and a half later, I found that prices for many things had
changed. The storehouse of knowledge I had collected had "expired" because I had not
been able to keep it up to date. This is important because it underscores the fact that
older women only possess more knowledge about prices etc. in street markets because
they continue to do it on a regular basis. Knowing prices and knowing how to bargain are
not inherent skills of a time gone-by. They are distinctive features of inhabiting this
particular market world on a regular basis.
Young professional women express the belief that they have lost the ability to
successfully shop in traditional markets. They describe the fact that they don't feel
comfortable bargaining in the streets because of their feeling that they do not know the
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right prices or how to haggle well. For example, C6 Huong, a professional in her mid-
thirties and mother of two works (as does her husband) as a private English tutor in
Hanoi. The subject of supermarkets and prices came up one day, after I had been out
buying fruit in the street that afternoon. I asked Huong what the normal price for that
particular fruit was. She had surprised me by saying, 'I'm not sure. I don't know what
things cost either. I know what dishes (mdn 6n) cost and clothes. But I don't know what
food stuffs cost." This implied that she knew what food cost in restaurants but not in
markets, reflecting her disposable income but also her lack of time to shop for and
prepare food herself (personal interview, Hanoi, 21 December 2004).
I was at first puzzled by how a Vietnamese mother did not know what at least
basic foodstuffs cost. When pressed, she still did not explain why she did not know. I
later realized that with her salary as a private tutor for foreigners, she most likely had a
hired worker or a mother-in-law who did the shopping for her family when both she and
her husband were at work all day. One other woman I knew whose maid did the family
shopping said "I used to know the prices when I shopped in the markets myself, but now
I have no idea anymore."
Many of these people "who don't know" preferred supermarkets because
everyone pays the same price and they could shop there without having to worry about
being cheated. A young academic in his late 20s named Cuong tells me, "In Vietnam, I
don't usually like bargaining with sellers, and some other people I know don't like the
bargaining process ... we should move to a modern market system" (personal
communication, Hanoi, 8 June 2005). An article in Vietnam Investment Review features
a similar story of a young female office worker for whom supermarkets are more
convenient - both in terms of time and atmosphere. She even makes explicit reference to
"not having to bargain."
"As a clerk for a joint venture, Minh Thu works long hours and has
little time to do her shopping at the open markets near her home, open
mostly in the early morning. However, opposite her office in the
Vinaconex building on Lang Ha Street there is a supermarket and this is
where Thu has started to do more and more of her shopping.
"I usually take my noon break and go for a walk to the supermarket and
stay for an hour to choose everything I need, from clothes, shoes and
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cosmetics to food or other bits and pieces.
"For me, the supermarket is convenient and, more importantly, I don't
have to bargain, which is one thing that bothers me about the open market
." (Bich 2003).
Some of these young buyers perceive themselves as being powerless and that they
are forced to choose between vendors who are more skillful they are in the act of
bargaining and in determining the price. They express a sense of feeling stuck somehow
with the world of bargaining. Other young people I knew were proficient at bargaining
and in knowing prices, but felt uncomfortable doing so. From what they told me, they
were often intimidated by bargaining because it required arguing with sellers who were
most often older then they were and who got angry easily. This is visible in marketplaces
where younger buyers' efforts to bargain are fewer and far between, more timid, or
defensive than those of their older counter parts. Druckman et al. (1976) support these
findings, showing that while cultures vary from each other in their bargaining styles,
gender and age within particular cultures also affects bargaining style between groups
within a particular culture, for example in terms of competitiveness or length of
negotiations (e.g. older bargainers in India bargained longer and "harder," whereas male
bargainers were more competitive than females. The gender trend was reversed with
bargainers in Argentina) (Druckman et al. 1976: 413). In Vietnamese culture where a
degree of politeness and deference from youths towards their elders is expected, a
number of young buyers felt that they were often quoted with overly high prices and
bullied into buying the goods at those prices.
Many of the market transactions show younger women buyers being refused
when they try to bargain, and then either leaving without buying or else paying the price
without much haggling. For example, both older buyers (i.e. experienced bargainers) and
younger buyers do not always buy even when they ask a price. However, often when
older women ask prices and then leave without buying, it is because they were testing
prices without having had the intention of buying. This is different from younger women
(in their teens and 20s) who try to bargain and then leave without buying because they
could not reach an agreement with the seller. The aborted transactions show, in Nguyen's
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terms, an inability on the part of these buyers to form a successful relationship between
buyer and seller. Many young buyers' attempts to bargain are like the following:
No.2 - 3h05
Buyer: "Do you still have nhdt?"
Seller: "15.000 Dong per kilo."
The buyer picks a bunch of nhdt up, examines and then tastes some.
Buyer: "15.000 Dong per kilo? That's so expensive. Can you reduce the price?"
Seller: "No."
Buyer: "If not, I will go to another stand."
The buyer is a girl of about 18 years old. She seems to be selective, but eventually
does not buy any because it's expensive and decides to buy from nearby stand.
(Nguyen Duc Hoan, Hom market, 2 April 2005)
I have also noticed that like this girl, younger women are more likely to announce
verbally that they are leaving and will buy elsewhere, whereas older women either
continue to press the seller or they simply leave. The announcement of departure - the
"threat" - may be a particular strategy of bargaining for younger women. In general,
younger buyers also have less patience for bargaining than either older der buyers or older
sellers. In the case below, the older safe vegetable seller (who tends to be more willing to
offer reduced prices than her daughter) offers a lowered price, but the young buyer still
refuses to haggle and again walks away.
Case 1: female, over 20 years old, wearing pajamas. She comes by motorbike,
stops and gets off the bike.
Buyer: "Grandmother, how is this mushroom sold?"
Seller: "25.000 dong per kilo."
Buyer: "Can you do 21,000?"
Seller: "No, I can't. I'll sell it to you at 24.000 dong. Buy some!"
Buyer: "So expensive!"
She walks away to a different stand.
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Hom market, 16 May 2005)
The seller is willing to reduce her price a very small amount, primarily as a
gesture of goodwill to the customer, but the customer is still unwilling to buy. I have also
observed that in Hom and Mo markets, sellers sometimes seem less willing to bargain
with younger women. This could be another part of why younger women dislike
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bargaining so much. Often from what I have observed, younger women simply come, ask
for things and pay the money. Or they ask for things by the monetary amount, such as
"500 dong of cilantro" to ensure that they don't pay more than they want.
By contrast, older women often explicitly express a preference for bargaining,
feeling confident in their knowledge of the "correct prices" allowing them to purchase
what they needed at low prices without too much hassle. Alexander and Alexander
confirm that "well-informed buyers - well-informed because they are frequent buyers
and sellers of the commodity" also obtain essentially the same prices no matter from
whom they purchase (Alexander and Alexander 1991: 505). This reflects the old
restaurant owner's comment to me that "everything has its price." This means that people
in Hanoi who keep themselves immersed in the world of Hanoi's street and wet markets
can usually get the same price from sellers wherever they go within this world, because
of their demonstrable knowledge. This is not as true for occasional shoppers.
The knowledge that older women possess about prices and other things in the
traditional market system bestows them with greater power in relation to the seller
compared to younger women who don't possess the same knowledge. As a result, older
housewives derive some genuine pleasure in bargaining. They seek out food outlets
where they know they will be able to bargain and express discomfort or distaste at the
idea of shopping in places where they could not, "for those accustomed to a bit of
bargaining - a way of life in Vietnam - the supermarket is not a comfortable place"
(Ngoc 2004: 12). For these consumers, participating in the negotiation of the price,
regardless of how much they were effectively able to lower it, made bargaining a way of
having some agency in determining in the value of something and being able to pay what
they thought it was worth.
It is possible that the older consumers who now prefer to bargain were also
intimidated when they were younger. However, that at that time, they did not have the
same kinds of alternatives as young people now have. It is possible that because
bargaining is experientially learned, as younger women get older and become the heads
of their own households (at later ages than their mothers' generation), they will become
better bargainers. However, the arrival of supermarkets provides the new option of
posted, fixed prices in combination with assertions of quality control, which may be a
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more desirable alternative for these young women that their mothers' generations did not
have before them. It is too early yet to see how this will play out. What will also have to
be examined is whether posted prices of the supermarkets set an example for other
market venues - wet markets, street vendors- and how or if these affect relations of
power by reducing the ability of the general population to participate in the negotiation of
price and quality setting.
Consumer desires and the creation of new market worlds
What I have been describing here so far is that consumers' market preferences
reveals a process of social differentiation underway. Due to newly available choices
made possible by the appearance of new products and new market forms, consumers have
increasing opportunities to tailor their market lives to suit their equally changing needs.
These needs reflect worldviews that include changing ideas about fairness, convenience,
and quality. As French sociologist Bertil Sylvander argues that the accelerated
diversification of products and segments of the market - as we are currently witnessing in
Vietnam - causes a subsequent diversification of dimensions of quality that become
"more and more diverse and interlinked with each other." He cites as examples of these
proliferating quality dimensions: "quality of service, hygenic, bacteriological, nutritional
qualities etc." (Sylvander 1995: 3).
What is happening among Hanoi consumers, and arguably in Vietnamese society
at large, is that consumers are defining and expressing new value structures and, as a
result, are attempting to secure or create new market worlds for themselves that reflect
these values. This phenomenon also reflects the broader fact that people are creating new
institutions of what Bourdieu calls "cultural capital," or social value that is embodied in
objective or subjective structures such as markets (Bourdieu 1983). As these new values
emerge, they do not simply transpose the old throughout the population. Instead, people
use them as assemblages of values and/or divide themselves into narrower groups
according to their value systems and the market lives that correspond to them.
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One new desire around which some consumers have organized is the desire for
"order" and peace in markets. In expressing this desire, many consumers invoke the
notion of "civilization" [vdn minh] and privilege markets characterized by a form of
service based on politeness and friendliness as opposed to haggling or discord. This
desire for a kinder, more ordered market stems from peoples' notions of traditional
markets as being disordered and filled with conflict. This desire reflects the government
rhetoric of modernity and order but also a wish for a departure from the world of the
socialist central-planned economy, which is characterized by the informal marketplace as
a conflict-ridden world.
Among young women who complain about having to bargain in traditional
markets, there is a shared sentiment that traditional market outlets and sellers are harsh
and difficult. I heard this also from the day I began working in Hom market, that the
vendors there are notoriously bad-tempered. My Vietnamese friends and colleagues
assured me that this was not my fault. Instead, they say, market vendors "are just like
that." This was a generalization of course. I formed very friendly relationships with
several of the market vendors there who acted as "aunties" of the market for me, and I
observed the same among many other buyers and sellers there. Still, there was no denying
that the personalized buying and selling form of traditional markets also meant that
sellers also often unleashed grumpy or nasty behavior on customers - and vice versa.
Many people tell me that one of main reasons why they stay with their regular
vendors besides their good produce is because of their friendly disposition. As C6 Yen
explains that while the most important thing is the quality of the vegetable itself, the
seller's personality plays a large role in the establishment of regular relationships. "[At
first] I don't choose the person, I choose the vegetable. If the vegetable is good, I buy it.
And if the vendor is friendly and open [ciji mnw] 6 ' I will continue to buy from them. If
they are difficult [khd tinh], I leave" (personal interview, Hanoi, 24 February 2005).
Unfriendly vendors can drive customers away. My friend Hao says, "that's why I don't
like choa Hom," she says, "there, the sellers are very mean and they yell at you when you
try to bargain. I don't like to bargain like that" (personal communication, Hanoi, 18
December 2004).
61 This word also implies "frank and communicative."
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What Hao is referring to is the fact that haggling in the market sometimes takes
on the form of an annoyed argument or even outright quarrelling. For example, in the
following interaction at a fruit stand, the process of examining the food and haggling
becomes quite protracted. The seller becomes impatient and finally just suggests that the
buyer go buy from the other stand:
Buyer 5: "How much are the grapes?"
Seller 1: "80.000 dong."
Buyer 5: "80.000 Aunt? 70,000 ok?"
Seller 3: "There's no price of 70.000 dong for sweet ones like that."
Buyer 5: "Are they American grapes? They are so rotten! Now, if I buy, you have
to cut off the bad ones for me."
Seller 3: "If the grape is bad then don't eat it, and if it's good then eat it."
Buyer 5: "After being taken out of the fridge and going without water for awhile,
they'll rot."
Seller 3: "They were transported in cool climate. I go by bus with air
conditioning."
Buyer 5: "For 70.000 dong, I'll buy a few hundred grams for my baby."
Seller 3: "No."
Buyer 5: "72.000, ok Little sister? Cut the bad ones off."
Seller 3 (complaining): "Aunt, it is taking you so long to buy." [She's indicating
that she's getting tired of bargaining].
Buyer 5: "1 am trying to buy them! 75.000 is already too. expensive." (She looks
at the next stall where a customer is buying better grapes and compares them to
the ones she is buying here): "They are not red, are they?" (looking down at her
grapes).
Seller 3: "The quality is fine."
Buyer 5: "Why are the grapes there [at the other stand] so nice and red?"
Seller 3: "Then, please, go taste some red ones. With you, Aunt, standing on this
mountain and looking at the other mountain, its really hard to sell! Here is 1 kilo
and 50 grams."
(Ho Kim Uyen Hom market, 28 June 2005)
In another transaction at a fruit stand, the seller gets even more exasperated and
shouts at the customer for trying to bargain. In the end, the seller refuses to sell to the
customer.
Buyer 3: "How much are the sweetsops?"
Seller 3: "35.000 dong."
Buyer 3: "Is 25.000 dong o.k? 30.000 dong? Tomorrow I'll buy some as gifts, I'll
come back in the afternoon. Tomorrow, I'll buy."
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Seller 3: "All right, I sell you for a cheaper price in the afternoon."
Buyer 3: "Are there 5 fruits in 1 kilo?"
Seller 3: "Yes."
Buyer 3: "Is 20.000 dong o.k?"
Seller 3: "Are you mixed up in the mind? Before you said '25.000 dong,' and I
didn't agree, now you say '20.000 dong'! If you don't really want to buy, don't
touch my sweetsops, they will get black and blue."
Buyer 3: "25.000 dong, I'll buy some."
Seller 3: "Please go away. Let me do my business."
(Ho Kim Uyen 13 June 2005)
Although this kind of interaction is much more infrequent than the majority of
interactions that are either brief and simple or are friendly, it illustrates what people like
Hao are talking about when they describe feeling stressed at the prospect of having to try
to negotiate and bargain with sellers in the market. The interaction can even be reduced
down to a basic situation of "hand me the goods, and I'll hand you the money" situation
as seen below:
Case 5. female, 20, wore a shirt, clothing trousers, appears to be a student. Has a
bag of meat in hand and selects vegetables at this stand.
B: "How much is this bundle?"
S: "1000."
B: "give me 1 bag."
S: "give me money first."
B: scowled and shouts, "Give me the bag! You don't give me bag, how can you
get money?"
S: gives I bag to the buyer with normal expression
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 10 March 2005)
Interactions like these are not common, and obviously they represent the worst of
this style of market. But they help to show why some customers might prefer to shop
elsewhere when offered the opportunity, and thus help to explain why the impersonality
of the supermarket might be attractive to some people. The notion of the market as a
world of contention, representative of all that is bad in society, expressed in a Vietnamese
saying, "Himng tmrn, hang cd" ["Shrimp shop, fish shop"], which refers to a proverb that
features quarreling and chaos as an essential feature of the market. While the proverb is
meant to draw attention to the pettiness of the way people quarrel with each other in
general, the market is used as the archetypal example of this quarreling and pettiness. T
255
The meaning of "the shrimp shop and the fish shop" is to explain the law of
anarchical competition exists in all worlds and generations through the symbol of the
market, which is also believed to be this way. My friend Linh tells me that this proverb
also "wants to tell about the shrewish, squabbling, gossiping, uncouth, and small-minded
behavior of people (women normally) when they are in a dispute. From that very basic
sense, the meaning of this proverb extends to other ideas about the narrow- minded
behavior of the way people quarrel with each other." She also tells me, "Whenever
something happens that is noisy, chaotic, unfair, or anything bad in life .. . there is a case
you can use the image of the market to illustrate [it] and everyone can understand right
away (personal communication, Hanoi, 2 February 2007).
In this expression, the shrimp shop and the fish shop are referred to specifically
because the shrimp and fish stores are always located inside of the market. As such, they
represent the "heart" of the market. Fish and shrimp are also more expensive than daily
foods such as tofu, vegetables, or pork and are therefore often reserved for special
occasions. On the days near special events, such as the full moon or near Tet, when food
needs are heightened, these stores are always crowed by women buyers and sellers, some
asking for reduction (for 1 unit price lower) and some asking for a higher price (2 unit
price higher). This commotion makes the market a huge noisy and fragmented area.
Ultimately, rival buying and usurp selling lead to the situation in which the shrimp store
competes with the fish store and the fish store wishes to pillage the shrimp store. In the
end, they exchange words and argue, and since both the fish and the shrimp sellers are
used to "things that are fishy-smelling," they dump out (take out) all of their spite on to
everyone else in the market!62
For people whose experience and perceptions of traditional markets aligns with
this stereotype of the Vietnamese market (and perhaps their perception of the flaws of
their society in general), the possibility that there are other kinds of markets (i.e. other
visions of society) that do not include these things is an exciting one. Especially for
young people who don't feel they are adequate fighters in the combatitive system of
traditional markets, the impersonality and anonymity of the clean, sterile, ordered
62
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supermarket looks extremely appealing. In fact, after telling me how she hates to shop in
Hom market because the vendors are mean, Hao says, "at the supermarket, maybe the
price is a tiny bit higher, but it is basically fair." I remark to Hao that I don't even try to
bargain at Hornm market, despite the fact that the prices are not fixed. "I don't know why,"
I say. "I don't [try to bargain there] either," says Hao. "That's why I like supermarkets
better. It's comfortable," she added.
In the conflict-free zone of the supermarket, Hao and I look over the vegetables in
the bins, select some potatoes and onions, and hand them to one of the two young
uniformed girls whose job it is to put produce into small plastic bags, weigh them in front
of us, and put the price on them, which will be read by the check-out clerks at the
register. This is all done relatively quietly as we stand there waiting for them to do their
task and receive the labeled bags on them. There is no need to ask questions in this case,
nor to question the prices. They are on the bins in front of us all. The girl in the blue
smock who does the weighing is not the seller; she is only a clerk.
I notice that as the girl takes the vegetables from Hao and weighs them, Hao
simply receives them from her and does not check the weight of the bags to make sure
they are accurate and fair, as I had watched her do more than once when buying in the
street. I wondered why she would automatically trust these uniformed girls to give her a
correct weight and not the woman in the street. This seems to come from the idea of the
supermarket as "fair" which I heard a number of different buyers say - primarily because
the prices are the same for everyone. This fact of equal prices for everyone, despite the
fact that they are also much higher, combined with the image of the supermarket as an
institution that ensures quality (seen in the previous chapter) has created for consumers
an unquestioned trust in supermarkets that rivals even the trust they have in their regular
sellers. It speaks to the strong desire Hao and her ideological peers have for the type of
exchange found in the supermarket that they have so quickly accepted the higher prices
and placed so much trust in the supermarket despite its newness in Hanoi's market
system.
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Prices and notions offairness
The notion of fairness has different connotations among different groups of Hanoi
consumers. While consumers who prefer supermarkets view the mode of fixed posted
prices as fair because they do not discriminate among social classes, consumers who
prefer traditional markets like to bargain because it offers them a flexibility and ability to
participate in setting the price in a way that fixed posted prices do not. A number of
scholars have argues that bargaining can be a more efficient, more flexible, and more
equitable means of price setting than fixed posted prices. Alexander and Alexander find
that "posted prices are less efficient in economic terms than both auctions and
bargaining" (Alexander and Alexander 1991: 507).
First, there is the issue of flexibility. Bargaining is an informal "on-the-spot"
contract regarding price and quality that allows buyer and seller to create an agreement
that they may also change easily if and when they need to. During the bargaining process,
"parties to a transaction determine, settle, and agree upon what each will- give and receive
in the exchange which occurs between or among them" (Mabry 1965: 479). During the
course of each bargaining exchange, the terms of the contract may be negotiated and re-
negotiated "as information is exchanged, as awareness of the environment develops, and
as strategy and tactics are employed, these estimates of the functions undergo change"
(Mabry 1965: 502). Bargaining, allows for buyers to choose from different outlets and
find one that suits their particular budget. The benefit of this to both buyers and sellers is
that depending on the circumstances of the purchase at each time, the contract can be "re-
written" or renegotiated as many times as necessary with little effort.63 Therefore, it has
been argued that bargaining is a "flexible way to determine prices, product features,
financing terms, and so on" (Milgrom 1985: 261; Rochet 1987).
This contrasts with the supermarket system of posted prices and with
supermarkets' broader attempts to formalize contract making with fresh fruit and
vegetable producers regarding price and standards of quality.6 4 Such contracts hold the
less-powerful party, the growers, to their terms regardless of whether they eventually
63 Very few contracts are actually written. See: Dang Viet Quang et al. 2006: Appendix B.
64 Van Wijk et al. 2005: 9; Gia et al. 2004: 24.
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begin to suffer from them in the future. With formal contracts and posted prices, there is
no negotiating room for the person who cannot afford to pay a certain amount or for the
seller who has suffered a poor crop. Posted prices relatively inflexible and unresponsive
to consumers' wants and needs. (Alexander and Alexander 1991: 507; Milgrom 1985:
261; 1989: 18-19). Aside from the price itself, there are other more qualitative ways in
which posted prices fail to account for variations in consumers' needs; for example,
"posted prices require standardized commodities with packaging which is directed
towards the average consumer and pay little attention to variation in consumer
requirements" (Alexander and Alexander 1991: 507 citing Faneslow 1990). In Vietnam,
the minimal packaging or addition of services in goods sold by street vendors - the type
of seller with whom bargaining is most consistently used - is cited as one of the reasons
why food marketing in Vietnam satisfies the supply function at very low costs - 15%
commercial margin for rice, 20% for pork, and 45-50% for vegetables (Moustier, Dao,
and Figuie 2003:12).
By tracing the history and origins of fixed prices to a relatively recent point in
European history, Keith Hart attempts to destabilize the assumption of fixed posted prices
as a superior institution, "to put the boot on the other foot for a change, instead of looking
on bargaining as abnormal, what happens if we treat fixed prices as an anomaly of recent
history?" (Hart 2001:204). Using a scene from the English novel An Old Wive's Tale by
Arnold Bennett (1908) Hart re-plays an encounter of a consumer in industrial society
meeting with posted, fixed prices for the first time. "People were used to engaging with
shopkeepers personally; and each purchase took place under particular circumstances,
involving variable price, quality, and credit terms, all of them based on the specific
relationship between trader and customer" (Hart 2001: 204) - all things I have tried to
show exist between buyers and sellers in Vietnam's markets. In An Old Wive's Tale, the
main character, Bennet, recalls "the shock of encountering for the first time goods
identified by little white cards with non-negotiable prices on them. That was more than
one hundred years ago, yet the descendents of these pioneers now find sliding prices to be
almost as threatening as beggars on the street" (Hart 2001: 204). It is interesting that Hart
chooses the analogy of "beggars on the street" to describe the moral aversion that people
in systems of fixed prices feel towards sliding or negotiable prices. While the moral
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laden-ness of money itself as "good" or "bad" arguably found wherever money itself is
(Maurer 2006; Bloch and Parry 1989; Hart 2005), the association of bargaining with
beggars is particularly poignant because in Vietnam the poorest sellers rely the most
heavily on bargaining as a mode of price setting.
Hart traces the origins of fixed, posted prices to the origins of twentieth-century
state capitalism and the bureaucratic revolution that market the period from the 1880s to
the first World War (Hart 2001: 204). More specifically, he looks to the first department
stores - "concentrating under one roof a wide range of commodities that would
previously have been sold in separate shops"- as the new institutions that established
fixed prices. This description of the draw of early department stores resembles CO
Huirng's remark to me that Hanoi shoppers buy in supermarkets because "You can buy
everything at once in a supermarket" (personal interview, Hanoi, 21 December 2004).
This is also significant in light of the current situation in Vietnam, where the recent
arrival of supermarkets and department stores is helping to establish the culture of buying
with fixed, posted prices in Hanoi.
Following from his account of department stores in turn-of-the-century Europe
and the U.S., Hart writes, "The shift toward more impersonal forms of economic
organization had important consequences for marketing. Bureaucracies limit the personal
discretion of employees ... In the new stores, customers dealt face-to-face with assistants
who had no power to negotiate. That power rested with owners and managers who were
now removed from the point of sale, unlike the small shopkeeper. The main imperative of
management was to control subordinates; and this ethos stretched back to the production
lines as well as outwards to an anonymous market of consumers whose tastes were there
to be manipulated" (Hart 2001: 205). Both Hart and Alexander & Alexander highlight the
centralization of control of prices, and its extraction from the hands of the lay-public by a
small group of expert managers and unseen owners.
As a result, Hart among other scholars has also suggested that whether posted
prices or bargaining rules may hinge on questions of power (Hart 2001 and 2005;
Alexander and Alexander 1991). There is evidence that fixed prices are not an equitable
means of price-setting: "shopping costs give sellers some monopoly power even when a
large number of them offer a similar product" (Okun 1981: 139). Both Hart and
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Alexander suggest that the real benefits of fixed, posted prices go to those in positions of
power - that posted prices are really a management tool. "Posted prices, calculated
mainly in terms of costs rather than demand, are a prerequisite for managerial control.
This form of pricing can be systematized, the day-to-day operations delegated to clerks
and audited by managers" (Alexander & Alexander 1991: 507).
In Hanoi, whether or not bargaining is used in a particular marketplace usually
corresponds to how much the place is regulated by the government or a private company.
For example, informal sales in the street are ruled by bargaining as the means of price
setting, compared to less frequent bargaining in state-run market places. On the extreme
end of the scale, bargaining is non-existent in supermarkets and certain private shops.
Because the poor in this way are synonymous with bargaining, it is possible that the
simultaneous enclosure of formal market places to exclude poorer vendors combined
with the preference of younger consumers for buying at outlets of fixed prices will create
a situation in which poorer buyers and sellers find themselves increasingly excluded in
Vietnam's market economy.
This body of work suggests that while new groups of consumers have begun to
form around a preference for the kind of fairness that is embodied by fixed prices, the
replacement of other price systems such as bargaining will take some control out of the
hands of buyers and sellers in other important ways. This exemplifies how the divisions
among Hanoi consumers around new forms of cultural capital manifest larger issues of
power and knowledge.
The importance of politeness in the new market economy
The notion of convenience is also assuming new forms in the market economy.
This is evidenced by the fact that many young buyers are choosing to buy in
supermarkets because they perceive them to be more "convenient," despite the fact that
physically, they are very time and labor intensive for shopping. Many supermarkets are
located in large department store-like structures, requiring customers to first enter a
crowded parking garage or area, wait in line to receive a ticket from the guard, park their
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vehicle, walk into the building, go up one or several flights of stairs on the escalator,
check their bags and purses into guarded lockers, and then finally enter the market itself.
The process is repeated on the way out, with the addition of waiting in the checkout line
to pay for one's goods. The process of getting in and out of supermarkets is much more
time-consuming than being able to ride one's motorbike or bicycle up to a vendor who is
seated on a street corner or through an outdoor market, which is also often located in a
street.
For consumers who do not have to shop every day, like many of my young friends
who are not the primary shoppers and cooks in their families, time may not be as big of
an issue. In fact for some customers, being able to buy clothes, electronics, and food all in
the same place (which can also be done at non-supermarket outlets such as Hom market),
makes them feel that supermarkets still save time. This is enhanced by their belief that the
quality in supermarkets is better than other places. For example, Co Huong, the well-off
English teacher tells me, "You can buy everything at once in a supermarket. Because to
buy clothes in one place and meat in another takes a lot of time. And if you don't have a
lot of time, you still buy at the supermarket [even though the prices are higher]" (personal
interview, Hanoi, 21 December 2004). She also added that the vegetables at the
supermarkets are "safe." For people like Co Huong with somewhat more disposable
incomes and time-consuming jobs outside of the home, the supermarket represents a
balance between the quality guarantee for all items, time-effectiveness, and "fair" prices.
Many shoppers who privilege traditional outlets usually go to several different
outlets in order to get the best quality items for the best price. These consumers will
usually go to different streets or shops known as specializing in these particular items.
Yet, because getting in and out of these other kinds of markets is often much quicker - in
fact many sales occur without the buyer ever leaving the street - they are able to do their
shopping quite efficiently. Consumers in these markets believe their markets to be the
most "convenient" and often also remark that they don't go to supermarkets because they
"don't have time."
For consumers who dislike traditional markets, convenience is more aligned to the
values under which supermarkets emerged. This includes a clean physical environment
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and self-service. This form of service also depends upon particular notions of politeness
that do not seem to have been part of Vietnamese market culture in the past. When Hao
and I talked about bargaining and about being cheated, she repeated her statement about
supermarkets being "comfortable." I realized then that Hao was identifying that the
supermarket as comfortable not just in terms of its physical comfort of wide aisles and
air-conditioning that has attracted so many other Vietnamese consumers (Ngoc 2004), but
in terms of a place where she felt socially at ease. One could perhaps view politeness as
an aesthetic ordering of personal behavior running parallel to the increasing aesthetic
ordering of the goods themselves in many market spaces. Consumers who prefer
traditional markets do not place a heavy emphasis on sellers' politeness, which is not to
say that they don't require and demand service in other forms from sellers. As we have
seen in chapter two, sellers in traditional markets provide a range of services to their
regular customers that are not available in supermarkets.
The change from the centrally planned economy to the free market after d6i mi
has re-structured relations between buyers and sellers in many different kinds of markets.
Sellers find themselves in competition with a proliferation of other sellers and variations
of goods. Buyers find themselves with more choices and more ihcome and can therefore
afford to demand more in terms of service and quality.
For example, a security guard at H6m market tells me about the changes he has
seen in the demeanor of sellers over the past 11 years:
MH: "How have things changed in the market since you've been working here?"
Guard: "Before, the market was not well organized. Now in general it is more
civilized [vin minh]. Now vegetables are cleaner and safer. The sellers are more
polite and honest. Living standards have improved and things are more expensive.
(Personal interview, H8m market, Hanoi, 1 March 2005)
The guard's use of the term "van minh" [civilized] is the same term that is
repeated many times in many recent policy documents geared towards renovating formal
markets like this one and encouraging supermarket growth. I ask the guard how he knows
that sellers are more polite and honest, and why sellers are more polite now. He says,
"I'm in charge here," continuing on to explain that in the past, "customers complained to
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me that sellers were not polite and honest about their food and that the food was not
safe." And so it was up to him to report this to the market board who apparently
conveyed these complaints to the vendors and also conducted tests on certain products in
the market. In this situation, the vendors to change their behavior upon orders from the
government management board that is also responsible for renting the vendors their
spaces.
Sociologist Nguyen Duc Truyen believes that the gradual change in sellers'
demeanor in recent times is related to the shift from the centrally planned to the free
market economy. I speak with him and a group of other Vietnamese sociologists one
afternoon, and their consensus is that yes, Vietnamese traders are known for their bad
tempers and attitudes. Truyen cites the example of butchers. Butchers, he argued, were
known for being the rudest sellers in the market "around the time that the Vietnamese
economy changed from state to market" (personal communication, Hanoi, 9 June 2005).
"Not only are they very rude, but they use very creative language," he tells me. "Here is
an important aspect [of the issue]" he said, "the butchers not only bully the customers,
they also bully other groups of sellers." He mentions hearing of a big fight between
sellers at a market near his home. "So, it is not only about the buyer and seller
relationship, but about other relationships in the market." Nguyen was surprised when he
visited Mo market recently, long after the d6i mci change, and asked the market
management which kind of sellers had the best relations with each other, "They told me it
was the butchers!" He believes that it was the "competition in the market" in the late
1980s before d6i m6i that made the butchers so fierce with both other sellers and their
customers. "There was an economic element to this because people had to be rude and
forceful," Truyen says, "They didn't have the money to have a stand in the market. In the
past, the most [prominent] seller was the one who fought the best. Now society is
changing, so they are changing ways. The situation in the market is different so their
behavior is also changed" (personal communication, Hanoi, 9 June 2005). In addition,
although circumstances are changing, the verbal skill and aggression that especially older
buyers are able to respond to feisty sellers with in the markets most likely developed out
of this historically specific market world where being able to fight verbally was the way
to show sellers that you knew what you were doing in the market.
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The demand for more polite and personable sellers seems to be creating a
simultaneous recognition on sellers' parts that having good customer relations is
necessary for keeping customers. Nguyen Duc Truyen describes the Vietnamese seller in
the market as "not only a seller, but also an actor on the stage. The seller is trying to
sympathize with the buyer and make the gap [between them closer] or else they are not
successful [in selling]" (personal communication, Hanoi, 9 June 2005). One of Truyen's
colleagues interjected and said, "when a woman goes to the market, she's not just in the
role of the seller in economic terms, but also inpersonality" (personal communication,
Hanoi, 9 June 2005).
This new need to be nice among sellers may also to be a result of market
liberalization and the subsequent increase in competition between sellers, who realize
they now have to do more than have good food to keep customers. This increased effort
on the part of sellers to be polite as a business strategy in the face of increasing
competition reflects James Scott's argument that the weaker party in an exchange
relationship often seeks to establish a social relationship in the hopes of reducing the
economic disparity (Scott 1976). It does appear that increasingly in Hanoi, it is a "buyer's
market" in markets of small traders.
Part of consumers' new emphasis on the service culture of politeness represents a
desire to make a break - both socially and economically - from the physical and cultural
forms that people associate with socialism and the hard times that characterized much of
the early and middle of the 2 0 th century in Vietnam. If, as Nguyen suggests, the bitter
fighting in markets before d6i m6i was a direct result of larger socio-economic conditions
for the Vietnamese, then their desire for market forms that have the exact opposite
characteristics (order, politeness, and what many people refer to as "civilized" behavior)
also reflects their broader hopes and visions for post- d6i m6i society. It is therefore no
surprise that many people believe, like the poultry seller at 1912 market, that the
supermarket, which in an icon of a new era as well as market outlet, is "a more civilized
way of shopping" (Stocking 2005).
An interesting example of this culture of politeness is found in Hom market, at the
stand of a woman who sells "Safe Vegetables" from the Thanh Tri "Safe Vegetable"
cooperative (although she does not possess an actual certificate). This seller has built up a
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loyal clientele of mainly older, middle to upper class women. The way that this seller and
customers interact with each other is not the impersonal transaction of the supermarket,
nor is it quite like the typical exchanges in other traditional outlets. This seller has created
her own a service culture, here at her stand in the wet market, based on the new demand
for politeness. It is her way of competing with the supermarkets who, like her, sell "Safe
Vegetables" for higher prices than other vendors.
One morning in May, at the Lan Nhi Clean Vegetable stand in Hom market, the
seller sits awaiting customers. She is sixty years old and slim with gray hair. She wears
the usual garb of many women her age: satin pants and a flower-patterned blouse. She
lives more than ten kilometers from the market. She has been selling at this market since
1970 when she began helping her paternal grandmother. Eventually her grandmother
gave her the shop and she has been here ever since. Her daughter is training to replace
her when she is older. Now her daughter wakes early to drive her to the market, assist her
in selling, and then take her home in the evening.
Most of the clientele at Lan Nhi are women shopping alone. A substantial amount
of them are older, in their 40s and 50s and these women are often dressed in nice clothes.
Every once in awhile one of these women buys a large amount for restaurants or parties,
but the majority of them seem to be buying small amounts for daily household meals
(Nguyen Duc Chien, personal observation, Hom market, 16 May 2005). There are also a
significant amount of women in their 20s who come and buy small amounts of
vegetables, presumably also for daily meals.
One of the most noticeable features of this stand is that customers display a deep
trust and deference to the seller. They let the seller select the items for them, they ask few
to no questions about the quality, and rarely challenge the price when it is told to them -
all of which are primary signs of showing trust in a seller during a sale. (They are also
major features of the buyer's behavior in the supermarket.) The buyers tell her what they
want, and the seller chooses the individual pieces to give to them. The act of allowing the
seller to choose for the buyer stands out as an indicator of the buyer's trust in the seller.
For instance, I never once saw a buyer allow a street seller to choose for them. In fact, I
even occasionally witnessed buyers in the street admonish the seller for trying to select
for them and insist that they choose for themselves.
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The fact of allowing the seller to choose for the buyer as a sign of closeness or
trust in the seller is made particularly explicit at fruit stands, where high prices and
uncertain quality create an especially tense relationship between buyers and sellers.
Therefore, sellers at these stands most vocally advertise their trustworthiness and more
openly challenge buyers' suspicion. In these exchanges, the question of who picks out the
fruit is central to the issue of trust.
Seller 1: What do you want?
Buyer 5 (male): "Oranges."
Sellerl: "These oranges are 25.000 dong, 22.000 dong, 30.000 dong. Take what
you like."
Buyer 5: "This one is rotten."
Seller 1: "If you are afraid of rotten ones. Choose them by yourself Don't worry,
there's no bad fruit. Buy some to eat and remember to come back to my stall next
time."
(Ho Kim Uyen, Hom market 27 June 2005)
Buyer 12: "How much are the sweetsops?"
Seller 3: "33.000 dong. I'll choose if you buy them."
Buyer 12: "Is 30.000 dong o.k? No, I am going to buy them, don't choose for me."
(The buyer changes her mind when she sees another buyer choose in the container
which has just been brought here).
(Ho Kim Uyen Hom market 27 June 2005)
These exchanges contrast with the interactions at Lan Nhi's stand where buyers
"don't choose vegetables by themselves and don't bargain" (Nguyen Duc Chien, Hom
Market, 16 May, 2005). Although vegetables at Lan Nhi vegetables are more expensive
than on the street or at other vendors, customers here often do not challenge the prices.
The sellers at Lan Nhi rarely lower their prices on the occasions that buyers do try to
bargain. Buyers do not turn the items over and over in their hands and look at them for
long periods of time like they do with another vegetable vendor who sells unfamiliar
gourmet varieties. The seller at Lan Nhi vegetables does not give away freebies like Van
the vegetable seller at Mo market does.
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Yet, what Lan Nhi lacks in providing extra goods, she more than makes up for in
service. This emphasis on customer service, from selecting goods for customer to
preparing vegetables for the customers at the stand, is what separates Lan Nhi from the
other vegetable stands. At Lan Nhi, the seller does a lot of work for the customers such as
shucking corn, peeling gourds, daikon, and winter melon. Other sellers will often shell
peas, peel items, or even do more time-consuming tasks like preparing the notoriously
difficult pumpkin leaves. However, what makes Lan Nhi stand out from other stands is
the frequency with which customers request these services at her stall and the willingness
and speed with which she does so.
Both buyer and seller seem to understand that customer service is a significant
part of the selling style at Lan Nhi. For example, on one day, the following three
customers in a row each ask for the seller to prepare the vegetables in some way. At the
other two vegetable stands observed, such requests are only occasional.
Case 6: female, 40 years old, wearing khaki pants, a T-shirt. She smiles and
chooses the celery and a winter melon.
Buyer: "Cut off a piece from this, peel it for me."
Seller peels the winter melon and talks with the buyer. When she's finished, she
says: "Here you are."
Buyer: "How much?"
Seller: "3.000 dong."
Buyer: "Here you (em) are."
Seller: "yes."
Case 7: female, over 30 years old. She is with a man. She is wearing jeans and a
T-shirt, and talks with the southern accent.
Buyer: "Sell me these two radishes, and peel them for me."
Seller peels the radishes and puts them into a bag.
Buyer: "How much?"
Seller: "2000 dong."
Buyer: "Here's the money." (She throws the money to the seller's place).
Seller picks the money up.
*t *f i
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Case 8: female, over 30 years old, wearing flower - patterned clothes. She is
holding a bag of meat. She chooses the gourds by herself.
Buyer: "Sell me these two gourds, peel them for me."
Seller: "Yes." (she peels the gourds and puts them into a bag.
Buyer chooses a winter melon: "Sell me this piece of winter melon, peel and slice
both of them (gourd and winter melon)."
Seller: "[Do you want me to] slice them?"
Buyer: "Yes. How much?"
Seller: "6.000 dong altogether."
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 25 May 2005).
The sellers at Lan Nhi seem to have created, or at least helped to encourage, a
more heightened culture of customer service and politeness in buying and selling at their
stand. For instance, another important detail of buyer-seller interactions at Lan Nhi's
stall that would seem trivial to those unfamiliar with Vietnamese market culture is that
most buyers pay the money to the seller "with their own hands [Italics mine]" (Nguyen
Duc Chien, personal observation, Hom market, 16 May 2005).
To understand the significance of the fact that here buyers always pay the seller
with their own hands, one must first know that in Hanoi, the polite way to hand
something to a person is to use two hands to transfer the object regardless of how small
the object is. Second, one must also visualize the way in which buyer and seller are
physically positioned in relation to each other in most markets. The seller sits behind her
deep table of displayed produce.65 Sometimes the table is raised, and sometimes the
seller is raised behind it. Often the customer is approaching on foot, but many times
people pull up to the stand on the seat of a bicycle or motorbike. Being able to do so
saves time, but it increases the physical distance between the buyer and seller. For
convenience, customers often throw the money to the seller. It usually lands in the bin of
vegetables, hopefully somewhere near where the seller is sitting, and the seller then
retrieves this.
This practice is common enough that sellers usually think nothing of it, but the
observed interactions support what a friend told me - that occasionally sellers consider
this practice rude and may become annoyed when a customer does so (Nguyen Kim
Thanh, personal communication, Hanoi, 2005). For example, at the vegetable stand in
65 In street markets or often with vendors of fruit in all kinds of market, the food is laid out on a
tarp, sheet, or basket on the ground, and the vendor sits on the ground behind it.
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Mo market where buyers often throw their money to the seller, Van sometimes expresses
displeasure in an interaction with no other apparent provocation and only after a customer
throws the money at her.
Case 9: Female, 35 years old, in labor's uniform and sports shoes, coming and
asks:
B: "Give me 2000 Dong of balm-mint, Van."
S: "picks the balm-mint up and gives it to the buyer."
B: "Here is the money," throwing money to the seller.
S: Picks the money up with the unhappy attitude and continues selling.
(Nguyen Duc Chien, Mo market, 24 April 2005)
Case 19: Female, 50 years old, in black clothes, coming with 500 Dong in her
hand, throwing to the seller and says:
B: "Give me (tao) 500 Dong of cilantro."
S: Picks the cilantro and gives the buyer with the unhappy attitude.
(Nguyen Duc Chien, mno market, 24 April 2005)
Even Lan's normally pleasant expression becomes a mask of visible distaste when
a woman who buys carrots throws the money into her stall from the seat of her motorbike
(Nguyen Duc Chien, personal observation, Hom market, 1 June 2005). Therefore, it is
significant that almost all of the customers at Lan Nhi vegetables make the gesture of
actually handing the seller their money with their hands instead of throwing it. The fact
that these well-off women make a point of handing the money "with their own hands" to
the seller, suggests that the seller has established herself as a seller of good-standing and
respect among her customers. The seller reciprocates such courtesy in her demeanor and
actions. She "packs the vegetables very carefully, receives the money and says thank you
to the buyers with a happy face." (Nguyen Duc Chien, personal observation, Hom
market, 16 May).
The seller's manner resembles that of skilled salesclerks at high-end boutiques or
department stores. She remains fairly quiet and hands-off but her implicit offer of
abundant service at the customer's request is ever present. In both cases, the seller is
polite and skilled - carefully selecting the produce for the customer, preparing it at the
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customer's request, carefully packing it, and making the customer feel welcome. Perhaps
this likeness between the boutique seller and the seller at Lan Nhi is not coincidental.
Like the clerk in an expensive shop, Lan Nhi is selling goods whose quality are reputed
to be of higher (because they are "Safe Vegetables") and whose price is higher than other
regular vegetable stands. Therefore, in both cases, the seller has been trained or has
trained herself, to provide a higher level of service than average as a kind of "value-
added" to accompany the quality and price of the goods.
Finally, the desire for this specific form polite service may also have to do with
the successive opening of Vietnam to other countries over the past fifteen years. This
opening first took place in the form of commercial goods, second, through market
institutions such as the supermarket and department store, and finally through the
business culture that is embedded in these institutions. There are also increasing numbers
of foreigners who have come to live, work, and travel, and who expect a certain kind of
behavior from sellers. As a result of all of these things, Vietnamese consumers have
developed new and different standards for sale and service. The consumer population
divided along the lines of people who feel more comfortable with the former mode of
more confrontational, yet efficient and cost-effective service that characterizes "outside
in the street" [ngoaii diurng] and people who prefer the more aesthetically ordered service
of the supermarket.
An increase in "outside" forms of expertise
Sociologists Luc Boltanski and Laurent Thevenot outline four ways of defining
quality. The first is what they call "industrial coordination," by which the quality of
goods is defined by "objective" rules. There are exterior norms and a process by which
the actors verify the capacity of one another to conform to them. The second mode of
defining quality is what they call "domestic coordination," by which quality is based on
lasting relationships and ties between the actors. Domestic coordination is based on trust
towards people or brands due to previous transactions. The third mode of defining quality
is "civic coordination," by which a body of actors adheres to a body of collective
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principles that end up structuring their economic relations. 66 Finally, there is what they
call "merchant coordination," by which actors are in a position to directly evaluate the
quality of goods as they are exchanged at the time of the transactions (Boltanski and
Thevenot 1987: 5). Hanoi consumers' behavior shows that actors utilize all four of
Boltanski and Thevenot's quality conventions either in combination with each other or at
different market outlets and points in time. However, underlying any mode of assessing
quality are general and shared principles of justice. Without these shared principles,
coming to agreement in meetings and market exchanges would be impossible (LeVelly
2002: 43). In other words, there has to be some common ideas and shared beliefs between
users of these different forms of quality convention.
By showing the different preferences between particularly young people in the
supermarket and older people in the traditional markets, I have been trying to give a
background for the argument that these preferences are based on the emergence of new
cultures of quality conventions among Hanoi consumers. In chapters two and three, I
showed how in the world of traditional markets, consumers mainly adhere to domestic,
civic, and merchant dimensions of quality, based on personal relationships and of
individuals' ability to assess the quality of objects using their own senses. In chapter four,
I tried to show that in supermarkets, the notion of quality has become embedded in the
institution of the supermarket itself. In the supermarket, consumers trust and rely on the
market itself as guaranteeing quality, not on particular sellers in that market. Although
particular markets within the traditional system - such as Hom market - can have
particular reputations for quality that extend through the entire market itself, the
supermarket has appeared as an even more extreme and complete example of Boltanski
and Thevenot's "industrial coordination." Quality in the supermarket is defined by an
"objective" or technological definition of quality, whereby consumers rely on outside
experts to ensure quality through scientific means (a.k.a. lab testing etc.) regardless of
whether in fact this really takes place.
Sylvander argues that this movement of agency in quality assurance from the
individual to outside forms of expertise is a characteristic of the industrialization of food
66 Of the four quality conventions that Boltanski and Thevenot outline, civic coordination
corresponds the most directly to Bordieu's notion of cultural capital.
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systems. According to Sylvander, with the technologization of food systems, consumers
increasingly have to rely on "objective" measures of determining quality by technical
measures (Sylvander 1995: 11). For example, one shopper in Hanoi's Fivimart
supermarket emphasizes that the meat and fish "are always kept in a freezer" so they "are
really fresh (Stocking 2005). Another shopper in a traditional market says she prefers this
market to the supermarket because "I can always choose fresh stuff here. The
supermarket food isn't fresh enough to satisfy me" (Stocking 2005). The consumer in the
supermarket views "freshness" as meaning that the food has been technologically
mediated through the use of the freezer to ensure reduced bacterial growth. The consumer
in the other market defines freshness by the visible and gustatory qualities of the food
itself, which is not as high in the supermarket because of their lengthened distribution
channels. Certain groups of consumers have coagulated around certain dimensions of
quality that result in competing constructions of what "freshness" means (or fairness, or
convenience).
Other scholars have made similar claims about consumers' increased trust in
outside expertise, such as Moustier, Dao, and Figuie who argue that this is a
characteristic of a lengthening food chain in which consumers are rapidly dissociated
from the source or producers of their vegetables. They specifically cite the case of
vegetable consumption in Hanoi as one in which urban consumers are forced to trust
"outside" sources (Moustier, Dao and Figuie, eds. 2003). As Ulrich Beck argues, in the
"civilized world," the process of placing increasing faith in outside or objective
(scientific expertise) has "long since cut individual judgment loose from its anchoring in
individual experience" (Beck 1995: 52). Beck notes the paradox that it is faith in science
"which prevents the re-establishment of this basic right to believe what one perceives."
This connection between the increasing dependence on science, in the form of
scientifically managed quality standards and the increasing lack of faith in one's own
perceptions is beginning to appear within Vietnam's consumer population. In the
meantime, however, my observations in local markets and streets combined with research
on Hanoi's distribution chains shows that a culture of trust in experts has not yet taken
over in Vietnam. Consumers who patronize outlets ruled by the principles of self-
judgment and personal relationships are actively working to maintain a system in which
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they can maintain control over the quality of their food. With the introduction of new
market forms like supermarkets and shops in which the institutions' own strong quality
guarantees are based on scientifically enforced standards, the need for customers'
sensory-based judgments decreases. In the supermarket, the majority of food is sold
packaged, and consumers must buy it based on its packaging or advertisements without
seeing, smelling, or actually touching what is inside a particular bag or box. People are
unable to verify quality for themselves and are therefore made to trust and choose from
among signs emitted by outside sources, which could be "a state, a brand, a salesperson, a
label etc" (Moustier, Dao, and Figuie eds. 2003: 45). This is presumably because
qualities such as "safe" or "hygienic" are not usually visible in the object itself (Ibid.).
For consumers who maintain and trust their own system of market expertise, this
is not a desirable situation. Yet consumers who already feel insecure about their own
abilities to assess quality welcome these outside guarantees. Some Hanoi housewives
confirm this sense that supermarkets are for people who lack the kind of market
knowledge found in traditional chains in their statements that "Supermarkets are for those
who do not know," and, "if you don't know anyone, go to the supermarket" (Figuie
2004a: 31). In other words, supermarkets are viewed by Hanoians' themselves as being
places where consumers on the fringe of the traditional market world can shop with a
sense of quality assurance. The decreasing participation of young consumers in a
knowledge system based on one's own perception is dovetailing with increased
opportunities to participate in emerging external quality and price-control institutions like
supermarkets. This transition from a consumer culture based on knowing from personal
experience to ways of knowing based on the assurances of scientific expertise, is a result
of Vietnam's market transition towards the formalization of markets and the privatization
of quality control.
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Concluding Remarks
At a fruit stall in the middle of Hom market, two women stand inspecting the
durian fruit that have recently become a regular commodity in Hanoi. One of the women
is a Hanoi local, and her friend (or relative) is a visitor from the south of Vietnam. The
durian itself has also come from southern Vietnam. Both are people and products that
represent the increasing openness and connection between Hanoi and other parts of the
country as well as the globe. In fact, the growing popularity of the durian in Hanoi
represents the interconnection of several recent features of Vietnam's post-d6i m6i
economic development. Improvements in roads and other infrastructure, regional supply
chains, and the government's de-regulation of trade regulations have made it possible for
shoppers like these two to stand in their familiar market inspecting a yet slightly strange
new food. Within the following scene, one may recognize many of the themes that I have
discussed throughout this book:
Standing in front of a pile of durian, the Southerner, who considers herself the
expert of the fruit that comes from her part of the country tells the seller, "Give me
whichever one is good. I am from Sai Gon, so I am a harsh judge of eating durian."" She
turns to her friend, the Hanoi woman, "Try this fruit, it's really good. This one is a little
too ripe. We should find one that is not cracking." The local seller corrects the woman,
"People here in the North like the cracking ones," she says. After a long discussion of
price between the two buyers and the seller, the southern buyer turns to her fellow Hanoi
buyers to invite them to come and try the durian's delicious, pungent flesh, "Sit down and
eat the durian here at the stand," she implores. She talks with another customer who is
also choosing durians. To the other buyer, she expands upon the different habits of durian
eating among the different nationalities and regions near northern Vietnam, "Northern
people don't eat durians often," she says. By contrast, "Chinese people like them
67 Ho Kim Uyen, Hom market, 4 April 2005.
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"because they relieve the heat, are nutritious and delicious, and cool the liver like Atiso
[artichoke leaf] tea." It is as if through the durian, this product of distant lands, the culture
and knowledge of those worlds can be incorporated here as well. The performance of the
buyer's speech makes visible the fact that although people and objects have begun to
come into contact in new ways in Hanoi, they also hang in unfamiliar and uncertain
configurations to each other.
Earlier in this book, we saw at least one consumer return to a durian seller with
the fundamental problem of how to convince her husband to eat this fruit that as of yet,
he "does not know how to eat." This dilemma symbolizes a broader issue among
consumers that I discussed in chapter two: how to welcome Hanoi's opening to foreign
investment and products, and to increasing amounts of fruits and vegetables from local
areas, but of how, at the same time, to protect oneself and one's family against the bitter
tastes of new risks. This dilemma is made compounded by the fact that women's role in
navigating the new worlds that come together in Hanoi's local markets is itself changing
through the same larger set of developments in Vietnam's economy.
Back at the market stand, the woman announces to her fellow buyers, "I have just
bought one [durian] to eat. Go ahead eat it! It's very delicious." To establish herself
further as a friend and compatriot among her fellow women of the market, she announces
her own expertise with this fruit that is still unfamiliar to them. The generosity of her
performance lies not only in her offer of the fruit's meat, but in her teaching of her
knowledge to the surrounding Hanoi women, "The fruit that is yellow throughout it is
called 'frowning flesh,"' she informs anyone who will listen, "Soft, lead-colored pulp is
the fruit to throw out - the flesh is too cloudy. Hey Little Sister, pass me a chair. I see
one and I know it is good already. If I'm your first customer you will sell out all your
fruit by tonight." This woman's communication to the strangers in the market place
through the common language of "how to choose a good one," underscores the
importance of such market knowledge in the fabric of many womens' lives and social
networks. This knowledge is what women use to protect themselves from the new risks
of the market economy.
The woman's speech waxes philosophical and we see that even she herself is not
talking only about the fruit in her hand. As if to help usher these Hanoi women into the
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world of transition, she urges them to embrace both the speed and the bounty of the new
order, "My life principle is buy really quickly," she announces. "All you ladies here, eat
to your heart's content!" She toasts to the ladies of the market, who are seated in their
plastic chairs in front of the durian stall, "Foreign countries lead us with you!" Her
exclamation is an odd and interesting artifact, but in the larger context it also makes
sense. The woman's speech mirrors many Vietnamese consumers' as well as the state's
preoccupation with boarding a train of economic development and modernization that
they have helped to build, but whose engine bears a figurehead in the form of other
nations. In chapter four, I discussed the notion of modernity and how it was being
developed among different actors in Vietnamese society. Within this symbolic order, I
showed how the supermarket, as an icon of the modern "other" has been placed in
opposition to the traditional Vietnamese institutions.
This leads to another theme running through this book, which is how the notions
of modernity and tradition have been used as two anchors or poles around which both
consumers and the state have wrapped their desires and fears about the series of new
social and economic constellations that have resulted from economic liberalization. We
see how modernity and tradition refer to real objects and institutions and correspond to
linear, historic time. Modern things have appeared in Hanoi that did not exist there before
(supermarkets, styles of clothing, cell phones etc.). Traditional things are those that have
continued to exist from earlier periods in Vietnam's history (conical hat wearing vendors
who carry their wares from bamboo poles, the lively haggling of street markets). At the
same time, tradition and modernity are rhetorical containers that can be made to hold
different visions of present and future society at different times. As Chinese philosopher
Lao Tzu said, a vase can be prized not only for it's beauty, but also for its emptiness that
is valuable because it can be filled up over and over again with different things. The
power of modernity and tradition as rhetorical devices is the same. Because these words
are empty of a specific and concrete substance, they can be continuously emptied and re-
filled with an infinite range of historically and culturally specific images and desires at
any given time.
For example, in Hanoi, we have seen how the state has used opposed notions of
modernity and tradition to support and discredit certain kinds of markets in its market re-
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organization campaign. At the same time, we have seen how consumers have in part
adopted this construction - especially in regards to supermarkets as emblems of
modernity. But in a number of other important ways, consumers have also woven
traditional market forms and knowledge so deeply into their modern market behavior that
it has thwarted the state's rhetorical project of separating the two. But what I also try to
argue in this chapter, and in previous chapters, is that the quickness with which the state
has begun to construct a new modern order has left many of these new modem
institutions without the substance to support the needs and desires that people bring to
them. Furthermore, we see that many people are left out entirely of this construction of a
new Hanoi market system.
After the woman's speech in the market, she turns to the seller, who has quietly
witnessed the show. She notices that the seller is not eating any of the durian she has
offered around, "Here," she says to the seller, "you sell but don't know how to eat them,
eh?" The seller replies, "I know how to eat them, but I don't eat them. When a fruit is
rotten, I eat it." This seller's response is a powerful reminder of the fact that the spoils of
the new economy have been far from evenly distributed. This seller is not alone in the
fact that she is able to trade the expensive foods and fruits that now enter Hanoi, but
cannot afford to eat them. This is similar to the fact that although supermarkets have
appeared to provide new alternatives for styles of quality and service, many parts of the
population are excluded from shopping in them because they can not afford the time or
money it requires. In chapter five, I discussed the process of social differentiation in
Hanoi society. We see in this last chapter that different groups within Hanoi have new
opportunities and new obstacles within the market worlds they inhabit. The most difficult
notion to convey is how people's market worlds and strategies appear to be becoming
increasingly fluid and dynamic, while in other ways they appear to be more divisive and
exclusive.
In the current situation, although consumers have the power to choose through
their shopping behavior which kinds of products and outlets to patronize, the majority of
the power to regulate the underlying problems in safety and quality that have arisen out
of the post- d6i m6i economy lies in the hands-of the state. As we see in this book, many
consumers share a perception that on some level, different market places have distinct
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levels of safety and quality. However, what we have also see in that the problem is not a
particular way of market life, but a systemic problem of lack of overarching regulation in
industry, the environment, and agro-food system as well as allowing and encouraging
development in such a way that makes protection of the people a diminished priority.
Even as consumers are actively involved in using strategies both in the home and in the
market, these practices are not able to address the main root issues of their concerns such
as pollution of resources and dramatically increasing socioeconomic inequality. It is not
that consumers are not aware of the larger issues, but at the current moment, any kind of
grassroots environmental movement in Vietnam has yet to emerge. The state's forbidding
of non-party political organizations, and the weakness of civil organizations to suggest
any strategies that might interfere with economic development, are major obstacles in
addressing these issues in any substantial way.
Will supermarkets take over Hanoi's market spaces, and will street vendors
become a thing of the past? Many members of the government hope so. News articles
regularly feature Vietnamese politicians making thinly veiled threats to the small
producers, distributors, and retailers who make up the majority of Vietnam's food chain.
For example, the director of domestic market policy says in one interview, "our
distributors should be aware that their future path is to become big distributors or die"
("Vietnamese love of supermarkets" 2006). Yet other contributors to Hanoi's changing
foodscape such as James Scott, director of Metro Cash and Carry, Vietnam's largest
"modem" market, believe that different food sectors can and will co-exist. Scott is quoted
as saying, "I suspect that in a place like Vietnam, there will always be a traditional sector
and a modem sector side by side" (Stocking 2005). Scott is probably right, but the
question of how these two will exist, the roles they play in the economy, and the forms
they will take is key.
Supermarkets may even end up playing a large role in helping to maintain and
regulate the production practices of small farmers. In Hanoi, Metro Cash and Carry itself
began a training program for farmers and workers to raise water buffalo products in
northern Viet Nam. This is project, coordinated between Metro and Vietnam's Ministry
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of Agriculture of Rural Development, cost over 400,000 euro and trained more than
15000 farmers.6 8 Through this kind of alliance, larger companies could help the
government afford to regulate smaller producers. Yet it is important to look carefully at
how 'small' a producer is really helped through programs like these, as research has
shown such alliances to benefit mainly mid-sized and wealthier producers not the poorest
ones (Cacho 2003).
There are a number of indications that the government and consumers have the
desire and ability to improve upon some of the weaknesses in Hanoi's market system
without having to give up some of its strong potential as a diverse system that includes
many poor producers and small distributors. First of all, since 2001 when the first attempt
at creating a brand of certified "Safe Vegetables" failed due to lack of infrastructure, the
Hanoi Plant Protection Department has been experimenting with by number of different
quality control methods.
These include the case of Bdo Hi, a three-person intermediary company that
works with the Plant Protection Department and with two safe vegetable cooperatives.
Bao Ha~ staff package vegetables, give them barcodes, and seal them. Samples from each
batch of vegetables are saved and tested. The barcodes can trace particular batches of
vegetables back to the farmer that grew it and even the plot on which it was produced in
case of problems (Engels 2005: Appendix p. 9; Moustier, Ho, and Nguyen 2006:1).
While this barcoding project works with the small amounts of vegetables that Bdo Ha
markets per year - 400 kg in the year 200569 - it shows a seriousness within the
government in addressing the problem of vegetable safety (Engels 2005: Appendix p. 9-
10). Another experimental model has been being conducted with four safe vegetable
cooperatives outside of Hanoi. This program, administered by the Plant Protection
Department encourages farmers to administer themselves, using biochemicals and to self-
monitor the use of water, fertilizer etc. They are still, however, subject to surprise checks
on a regular basis by the PPD staff who bring samples back to the PPD labs for testing
(Engels 2005: Appendix p. 7).
68 http://www.hapi.gov.vn/portals/default.aspx?portalid=5&tabid=71 &newsid=15869 Moustier, Ho, Nguyen 2006: 4.
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As a result of these experimental systems of safe vegetable production, two
trademarks or brands have emerged. One of these is Bio Hci and the other is "Five Star" -
a brand that has been created in cooperation between the Ministry of Agriculture and
Rural Development (MARD) and one of the most successful 'safe vegetable'
cooperatives: Van Noi (Engels 2005: Appendix p. 7-9). Bdo Hýt was given media
attention on the television and in newspapers. A story in Vietnam News in August of
2004 announced that the Bao Ha safe vegetables had received Hanoi's first registered
trademark (Engels 2005: Appendix p. 10). A Vietnam News article from this year (2006)
announces that both Bao Hii and Five Star are the only two kinds of vegetables to have
trademarks, "the two trademark holders are the first businesses in Ha Noi to have
insurance cover that allows customers who have complaints about their vegetables to get
compensation" ("Northern province" 2006). Although small in scale, the creation of a
legally accountable controlled system for ensuring the quality of vegetables represents
the government's acknowledgement of the problem of quality control in Hanoi and of its
role in needing to mediate the problem through legal and regulatory means. The next step
will be find ways to create similar quality control mechanisms throughout the entire fresh
produce system.
As for the retail outlets themselves, Vietnamese consumers show a strong loyalty
and interest in maintaining street markets and street vendors (Meeting minutes of Thanh
Xuan). In the central Vietnamese town of Da Lat, consumers complained heavily about
the local government's efforts to clear hawkers from the city's central urban area in order
to make it more desirable for tourists. Letters from well-respected personalities as well
as average citizens came pouring into the local papers to complain that street selling
helped the poor who would otherwise have no means of helping their families and that
people should be free to pursue any legal means of making a living. By the end of a week
of this, Da Lat authorities had to take down posters bearing slogans like, "Say No to
Mobile Newspaper Vendors" and said that this was just an attempt at persuasion rather
than an outright ban. Other cities such as Hoi An have organized vendors into clubs so
that they provide useful services but do not bother tourists and locals.70 Consumers'
70 http://english.vietnamnet.vn/biz/2006/08/604269/
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support of street vending in Hanoi has led city officials to back off of making overt
efforts to abolish street vending, and in some cases has led them to seek ways of allowing
street vending in the city (in a more regulated and limited form).
One of the main questions left at the end of this project concerns the direction in
which Hanoi's market system appears to be headed in the near future. I argue that the
issue is not how to eradicate street markets as quickly as possible but how to create
effective environmental controls such as those governing farmers' use of agricultural
chemicals, the emission of industrial waste into public resources such as air, water, and
soil. There is a need for a coordinated system of food safety testing that includes
resources for both small and large farmers, both locally produced and imported foods.
What the case of Hanoi's markets shows is that no food system is "safe" unless all of its
components are safe. Still, the answer is not simply to consolidate and streamline
distribution chains in one massive complex. This would exclude most of Vietnam's
farmers, create widespread unemployment, and would effectively end consumers' ability
to get the kinds of fresh-picked and hand made produce that they desire. A better
regulation system would be one that contained within it provisions for oversight and
management at different production scales and political levels to correspond to the
diversity of Hanoi's food chains.
Flexibility and diversity in any kind of system (economic, biological, social) is
essential for the strength of that system. It seems common knowledge at this point that
economies, ecosystems, and communities are much more likely to experience disaster or
failure once they have become too dependant on one kind of industry, food source, gene
pool, etc. At the very least, the recent cases of widespread food poisoning in the U.S.
should serve as a recent example of what happens when the food system becomes too
consolidated. Even within the space of single city blocks, restaurants relying upon
industrially produced bagged spinach were forced to remove spinach from their menus
for as long as three weeks to a month, while restaurants in the same area that used other
supply sources such as farmers' markets and smaller independent producers were able to
continue serving spinach throughout the entire crisis. The situation would clearly have
been much worse if there were not some diversity of production chains. Given its current
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amazing diversity of market outlets and levels of production, Hanoi has the opportunity
to create and institute a regulatory model that protects this diversity, but whether people
chooses to support it remains to be seen.
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